Sermon for Sept. 27" 2009 Mark 9

Two blocks of very distinct materials form our gospel lesson for
today. First thereisa discussion provoked by the disciple’ sreaction to an
exor cist who casts out demonsin the name of Jesus. The disciples moveto
guash the ministry of this man who was casting out demons because, as they
put it, “hewas not following us”.

The disciples were disinclined to allowing other s outside their
own group to exercise such power, even if it wasin the good cause of casting
out demons. But Jesus saysto them, “do not stop him, for no one who does a

deed of power in my name will be able to speak evil of me.”

Thesefirst verses of the gospel lesson remind us that many times
we put up barriersin our own faith communities. Jesus answer to John’s
guestion instructs us to take those barriers down. “Whoever isnot against us

isfor us’ says Jesus.

These versesremind us of the need to break down the barriers of
bigotry and build up the avenues of acceptance. They tell us of the need for

usto be accepting of all of the various branches of the Christian family tree.



The second part of the gospel lesson for today isin some ways
similar to thefirst but goesinto much more detail about what can happen
when we allow our human sinsto get in the way of furthering the kingdom of
God. Thisportion of the Gospel lesson is about what happens when we put up
stumbling blocks. A stumbling block isliterally something onefallson, atrap
or hindrance placed in another person’sway.

And the stumbling blocks Jesus is war ning against in the gospel
lesson this morning are the sscumbling blocks put in the way of furthering the
kingdom of Christ.

But the way Jesus saysit in these few versesis difficult to hear
and to understand — all this speak of drowning and cutting off body parts and
hell.. At this point it might be helpful to dissect these ver ses a bit.

Thefirst verse —the one about putting a stumbling block before
little ones and being thrown into the sea with a millstone around the neck -
dealswith being a stumbling block to others. Thelittle ones Jesusisreferring
to here are not necessarily infants, rather they are new believers.

In thisverse Jesusiswarning his disciples about the offense of
causing one of the new believersto lose trust in Jesus. The offenseisvery
serious so seriousin fact that hetells his disciples they would be better off
drowned than they would if they wer e pur posefully leading new believers

away from thetruth.



The second set of verses —the onesthat begin by telling usit is
better to cut off our hand if it causesusto sin - deal with being stumbling
blocks to ourselves.

First —let’stackle this major stumbling block called hell. Jesus
usestheword threetimesin these verses. | think it might be helpful if you
know the origin of thisword. Theword transated hell is Gehenna. Gehenna
iIsan Aramaic word that refersto a place Southwest of Jerusalem where
M oloch wor ship was once practiced.

Thiswor ship involved sacrificing children. After thiswor ship
became outlawed the place Gehanna became the local garbage dump where
trash was constantly burned. In late Judaism, Gehenna became a term used
to describe the place of divine punishment. The name was associated with
per manent destruction and decay and represented all that was the rever se of
life and joy.

Another difficult portion of this gospel lesson dealswith the

dismembering of body parts so let’s now tackle that stumbling block.



The hand the foot and the eye ar e highly indispensible parts of
the body and in this case they may be metaphorsfor those faults and
shortcomingsthat arevery closeto us, so closethat they are depicted as body
parts. These shortcomings, which are causing usto sin and in turn causing us
to be separated from God, must be entirely eliminated, disposed of, cut off.

We must eliminate anything that isimpeding our relationship with Christ.

What ar e the stumbling blocks that are tripping you up in your
relationship with God? Isit the block of busyness so that thereisno time left
in the day for God? Isit the block of gossip or fear or greed? Isit the
stumbling block of exclusivity, like the disciples? Whatever the stumbling
block may be- Jesusis asking each of usto remove that block. And he asksus
thisfor our own good — because truly if you think about it —when we keep
that sscumbling block in the way of either ourselves or others—it beginsto feel
like we are living amongst burning smelly garbage. If we heed Jesus words
in this gospel lesson we will be closer to God and thereforeliving in peace

even amidst a world that is not always peaceful.

All we need to do isask God to help us and then place our
stumbling blocks at the foot of the cross. Jesuswill restore to usthe good

saltiness so that we may in turn be at peace with God and with each other.



Let uspray

O God, you made usin your own image and redeemed us

through Jesus your Son: take away the arrogance and hatred which infect
our hearts, break down the barriersthat separate us, take away the
stumbling blocks of injustice, and the roadblocks of selfishness, and unite us
in bonds of love, that all people may be gathered under the banner of the
Prince of Peace, the one who gave hislifefor love, Jesus Christ. In His hame

we pray. Amen.



