
Early Christian Mosaic

Greetings!

Please read Mark 9: 38-50

Mark 9 is such a fun chapter to study and offers several great preaching stops along
the way. This passage, the Lectionary Gospel Reading for Sunday, September 26,
2021, does not fail to challenge the hearer or the preacher/reader. The text picks up
from last week’s Gospel reading where we are reminded of the importance of
children in Jesus’ eyes. While this may not seem very unusual to us, our sense of the
role of children is different than in ancient culture. Scholars suggest that “children
were …often viewed as liminal beings. As not fully-human they were seen as beings
on the threshold of another world….”1 This makes Jesus’ comments even more avant-
garde and challenging to the observers and participants in this scene from the
scripture.

The bridge to the new story is an argument. The argument centers around the
disciples’ need for self-importance and a sense of “us-ness”. This is not unusual as a
human reaction. The complaint of seeing others casting out demons, and “they’re not
with us!” is an apt metaphor for the rise in denominationalism and separatism that
exists in the church today. Why even in our own denomination that prides itself on
conectionalism, there are more times that we seem “untied” than “united”. Jesus
offers a quick witted commentary in verses 39-40, "Do not stop him; for no one who
does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.
Whoever is not against us is for us.” Jesus, please stop playing with our cheese! It is so
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inconvenient when you do that to us in the Gospels. But then Jesus doubles down.

Verses 42-47 are nearly impossible to read. What is
being discussed is the intentional misuse of another
by becoming a tripping point for someone in their
faith, such as a stone out of its mortar joint that trips
you along your journey. As C. Clifton Black offers,
“the aphorisms’ content imply social responsibility:
one may trip up oneself through conduct harmful to
others. The foot can take you places you dare not go. The hand can reach where it
shouldn’t. The eye can gaze with malicious intent.”2 According to Jesus, the tripping
up of one in the midst of their faith is indeed a serious violation. Flannery O’Connor
offered that shock of the Gospel story telling of Jesus. “To the hard of hearing, you
shout and, for the almost blind, you draw large and startling figures.”3 To the self-
absorbed disciples such treatment was needed to get their attention. But disciples of
Jesus didn’t stop being self-absorbed in the first century! I’ve learned to do this
too. Haven’t you? I was well trained as a child growing up. This is the human condition
we are up against! We cannot escape ourselves. Therefore, we need Jesus.

In last week’s Gospel passage, Jesus calls out the disciples for arguing amongst
themselves – Who is the greatest or something like this. There is always more than
one qualifier in a question/statement that assumes the answer is known in the
community. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s….?” You get the idea. 

I wonder how much time had passed between the two scenes. That probably doesn’t
matter, self-aggrandizement is endemic and can only be dealt with true
transformation and not transactional relationships.

Transformation allows a disciple to say, “You are the Christ!”

Transaction wonders, “What have you done for me lately?” and “What is my status?”

Such worries make it really hard to pick up our cross and follow Him.

In a last word to those of us who struggle (and that
would be all of us), Jesus suggests that His
followers should engage in influencing the world.
He uses the metaphor of salt and its impact on
food. The food is enhanced by the salt. The food is
changed by the salt. 

Be salt! Change the world! 

If you are going to be self-absorbed – stand aside. Once you lose your saltiness, you
will not be worth anything to the Kingdom. Once salt is squandered, it cannot be
found again. 

Finally, be salty that peace may abound.
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Peace,

Rev. Dr. Todd D. Anderson, West Ohio Superintendent
Ohio River Valley District, United Methodist Church
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