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38 John said to him, "Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we 
tried to stop him, because he was not following us." 39 But Jesus said, "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. 40 Whoever is not against us is for us.  41 For truly I tell you, whoever gives 
you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the 
reward. 42 "If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe 
in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you 
were thrown into the sea. 43 If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for 
you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable 
fire. 45 And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life 
lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell. 47 And if your eye causes you to 
stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to 
have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, 48 where their worm never dies, and the fire is 
never quenched. 49 "For everyone will be salted with fire. 50 Salt is good; but if salt has 
lost its saltiness, how can you season it? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one 
another."1 (Mk. 9:38-50 NRSV) 

1 
 “You need perspective.”  How many times have we heard these helpful words?  I 
distinctly remember my parents, my brother, teachers, coaches, friends, my wife and 
children, and sometimes you telling me to “get a grip”…to set aside something that was 
not worth carrying…to rethink some silly notion…to point myself in a different direction.   
 I don’t think I’m alone.  We seem to have a penchant for getting off track, for 
loosing perspective, don’t we?  I can stew over something that may never happen…and 
usually doesn’t.  My Mom called this “borrowing trouble.”  I’ve borrowed a 
plenty…usually to no avail.  I can stew over a problem or a slight or a decision so long that 
I can’t see a way out of it. 

There used to be an ad on TV in the 1960s for Mennen Skin Bracer.  It was a 
commercial for aftershave.  The man on the TV screen would finish shaving and splash on 
the cologne that felt like a mighty slap to the face.  Then, with a grateful look on his face, 
he would say, “Thanks, I needed that.”  Apparently he needed that to get the sleep out of 
his eyes and prepare for the day ahead. 
 Many of you know the Kleins’ moved here from New Bern, a town in Eastern North 
Carolina…recently in the news because the devastation wrought upon it by Hurricane 
Florence.  Highway 70, the road heading west from New Bern, took you through such 
towns as Kinston and Goldsboro.  Just west of Kinston there was a gas station that was a 
frequent stop.  In the yard beside the gas station there was a small, open-air gazebo.  
Inside the gazebo was an odd looking wooden contraption known as a “fanny kicking 
machine.”  It worked like this.  You stood on the indicated spot and turned a lever.  And a 
wooden boot would smack you in the rear end.   
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 The first time I saw it in action…a man drove up.  Maybe he was a 
businessman…or maybe a minister.  He got out of his car, walked to the gazebo, turned 
the lever, received a swift kick, got back in his car, and went on his way.  I wondered what 
he needed that kick in the pants for…but I had the sense he knew he needed it to put 
something behind him and to set him back on the right course…to help him regain 
perspective.  Maybe we should install one in the Capital Building in DC.  It might be a 
great service to the nation.  And maybe we should install one in the church yard.  It might 
be a great service to the church and to this community. 

2 
You and I need perspective…so much so that a compelling case could be made this 

is one of the persistent themes of the Bible.  The Exodus, the Exile, the Prophets, the 
Psalms, and the entire New Testament…look where you will and you will find woven 
through them all a message calling for self-examination, a reexamination of the facts, and a 
new way ahead.  Remember who you are…choose life…seek the things of God…turn from 
the tempter’s way…you were made for life with the God who loves you.  From every 
corner of the Bible you hear God speaking through the voices of various people urging 
God's people to turn from selfishness, sinfulness, and ignorance…toward the ways of 
goodness, kindness, faithfulness, and truth set forth by God.    
 Speaking to his disciples, Jesus picks up the theme again, telling them they need 
perspective.  They were missing the point yet again.  Seems they did that a lot.   
 In the passage that comes just before the one we read for today, the disciples were 
arguing about which of them was Jesus’ best disciple.  Jesus said to them, "Whoever wants 
to be first must be last and servant of all."2  Then taking a child and putting it in the middle 
of their circle, he said, "Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me."3   

Jesus chose a child to make his point because children in that culture were no-
bodies.  They were the insignificant layer of society – the outsiders – the invisible, 
unimportant ones.  But apparently, outsiders were of great value to Jesus.  In fact, he said 
every time the disciples cared for and welcomed the outsider, they were effectively caring 
for and welcoming Jesus himself.    
 Listen to the next thing out of the disciples’ mouths.  "Teacher, we saw someone 
casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following 
us."  They were troubled, maybe even threatened, by an outsider…and they wanted Jesus 
to tell the outsider to cease-and-desist.    
 And how did Jesus respond?  Well, not as they expected.  He said to them, “I’m not 
going to make him stop and neither are you.  No one can do something good like this and 
then in the next breath cut me down.  If he’s not an enemy, he’s an ally.”4   
 We understand the disciples’ complaint, though, don’t we?  Certain privileges 
should come with membership.  The disciples should have the power to heal – not some 
outsider.  Only members get to know the secret handshake.  Only members have the rights 
and privileges that pertain thereunto.   
 Jesus, the classic outsider, understood that the outsider often has a wisdom and a 
perspective that can help get the train back on the track.  And what track did he have in 
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mind?  Hard as it may be for us to believe, no one is outside of God’s love.  God does not 
exclude – we do.  God works in and through all people – both insiders and outsiders.  
 This message was so important to Jesus that he warned anyone about causing 
someone else to lose his or her faith in this outsider-loving God.  Nowhere in the entire 
New Testament is Jesus so graphic and grotesque than when he says, "If any of you put a 
stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better…"  
And here is where he gets graphic…talking about millstone necklaces, severed hands and 
feet, plucked out eyes, worms, maggots, unquenchable fires…  It is a chilling litany, to say 
the least. 
 What are we to make of Jesus' warnings and what can we do to make sure we don't 
place stumbling blocks in anyone's way? 

3 
 The first matter to consider surely has to be the warnings.  And the first thing to 
deal with when we consider the warnings is whether we are to take Jesus’ words literally.   
 From the dawn of the church the overwhelming witness of Christian thinking has 
been against literalism in interpreting this text.5  The earliest Church Fathers suggested 
that to follow literally the command to cut off the hand would not only be to fail to hear its 
meaning, but would be the exact opposite of Christ's intent!  Jesus, for goodness sake, 
spent much of his earthly ministry healing bodies.  Self-mutilation had no place in his 
mission.  So, no one should take our text any more literally than they would the comment, 
“I would give my right arm to be in your place,” or “go break a leg.”6 
 What then is the sense of the passage?  If we are not to take Jesus literally, how are 
we to take him? 
 I believe Jesus was saying, “I don't mean for you to take me literally…but I do 
mean for you to take me seriously.”  Jesus’ hyperbolic, metaphoric language was intended 
to provoke the people he loved so dearly into seeing just how ridiculous their practice of 
the faith had become.  They were mechanically obeying the law…they were going to 
worship, the words they were saying were out of the book…but it did not really make 
them love God or their neighbor.  He knew the words of the prophet Amos, who said…  
 

I hate, I despise your festivals, and take no delight in your solemn assemblies.  Even 
though you offer me your burnt offerings…I will not accept them…  Take away from me 
the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps.  But let justice roll 
down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.7   

 
Jesus knew the people thought they were being faithful to God…but, as he saw it, they 

were fooling themselves with their mechanical faith.  That’s why he wanted them to regain 
perspective by letting God put their hands and feet and eyes to work in his service.    

Jesus did not want our hands and feet to be cut off.  He wanted them to be put to good 
use doing good.  He wanted our hands engaged in activities that allow people to 
experience the welcoming love of God.  He wanted our feet taking us into places where 
people need a helping hand.    

4 
 Let me now take up the second matter raised in the Marcan passage we read.  
Jesus may have used hyperbole to warn anyone who would put a stumbling block in 



 4 

another person's way.  But his concern was not overstated.  He did not want his listeners 
or us to be obstacles to other people's faith.  Or to put it another way, if we are to be 
obstacles, we are to help people stumble over phony faith, not authentic faith.  Do you see 
the difference? 
 As I have said, Jesus had in mind the sort of literalistic, mechanical religion that 
defined some of the religious leaders of his day.  He knew they often missed the point… 
and therefore were leading rank-and-file Jews astray.  Their mistaken faith was a 
stumbling block to true faith for many people…as Jesus saw it. 
 We have dealt pretty thoroughly with how some of the religious leaders of Jesus 
day scattered stumbling blocks.8  I want us to do some thinking about how our practice of 
the faith may scatter stumbling blocks, too.   
 Perhaps the first stumbling block that jumps right out of the lesson itself is biblical 
literalism.9  I shudder when I think how many people have turned away from faith 
because of an experience they had with a biblical literalist. As Jesus suggested, “I don't 
mean for you to take me literally…but I do mean for you to take me seriously.”10 
 And so another stumbling block may well be that we do not take scripture seriously 
enough…sometimes not seriously at all.   
 Still another stumbling block may well be our behavior.  As people outside of the 
faith observe us practicing our faith what are they be likely to see?  Do they see us saying 
one thing and doing another…or do they see us consistently loving our neighbor, whether 
that neighbor is a friend or foe?  Do they see that we welcome the stranger…that 
forgiveness is given freely…that our lives are shaped by the example of Jesus?  The way in 
which we live out our faith or don’t may be a stumbling block we inadvertently put in the 
way of someone else. 
 With God's help we may not be these kinds of stumbling blocks.  But in order to be 
disciples of Jesus we may need to be another type of stumbling block.  There is a time to 
not be a stumbling block…and a time to be one.  After all, the Apostles’ Peter and Paul 
described Jesus as a stumbling block to some folks – as a rock to trip people up.11  What 
did they mean? 
 Peter and Paul were talking about Jesus being a stumbling block because he was not 
what they expected.  He was meek and lowly.  He did not seek worldly power and glory.  
He was not what many people expected.  And they definitely did not expect a crucified 
Messiah.  As for non-Jews, that is, “Greeks,” as Paul described them, Jesus’ resurrection 
was the chief stumbling block.  Dead people do not come back to life. 
 I want to suggest that as followers of Jesus there are times we are meant to scatter 
the sort of stumbling blocks over which people must trip in order that they may have their 
expectations turned upside-down.  Jesus’ death and resurrection are stumbling blocks 
meant to help us gain perspective, God's perspective. 
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Pastoral Prayer 
You are our peace, O God.  By your Spirit you are always with us.  You come to us.  You 
bless us.  You call us from destructive, sleep-walking, God-forsaking ways into newness 
and wholeness.  Through prophets and teachers, preachers and counselors, parents, 
siblings, children, and friends – through books and art and music – through the beauty 
and wonder and terror of your creation…you call us from a masochistic courtship with 
death into a heartfelt longing for eternal life.  You work to awaken that which you planted 
in us which is meant to make of us adoring, grateful disciples.  For your undeserved 
constant and abiding love, we give glad thanks. 
 
It is our faith and our confidence, O God, that you do not become weary even though we 
present to you the same dog-eared prayers.  It is our trust that you do not get tired of us 
but that you always remain constant, even as we do not…that you remain true even when 
we take refuge in falsehood and error…that you remain kind and gracious when our 
hearts are hard and callous…that you perpetually present to us doors to eternal living 
even when we are reluctant to cross the threshold…that your scrutiny and judgment hold 
despite all of our whining, self-pity, and shame.  We are grateful to know, as we move into 
the days and hours that are still left to us, that we are not alone but that we are comforted 
and straightened by your brooding presence.12 
 
As you blow life into peoples in far-away lands, we pray for a religious and moral re-
awakening such that we can dare to question the evils inherent in our systems - and do 
what is right instead of what is expedient and cost effective.  Give to the church in our 
hemisphere the gift of your Spirit – and show us how to live as your faithful people. 
 
Hear us as we offer prayers for those throughout the planet who are in physical and 
emotional need.  Bless the sick - the hungry - the fearful - the lonely - the lost - the grieving 
- the dying.  Bless those who are in the path of rising waters.  Provide for those within our 
congregation who are sick or in hospital.  Bless those who are undone by illnesses.  Grant 
that we, your people, may reach out to these lost and lone in such a way they may be 
comforted and may sense they have been ministered to by you. 
 
We now are bold to pray as your Son taught us, saying:  “Our Father who art in heaven, 
hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin 
against us.  Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.  For thine is the 
kingdom and the power and the glory, forever.  Amen.” 
 
Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 In case you did not notice, this passage has no verses 44 or 46.  These two verses, which are lacking in the best ancient 

texts, are identical with verse 48. 
2 See Mark 9:35. 
3 See Mark 9:36-37. 
4 Peterson, Eugene H.  2002.  The Message.  Colorado Springs: NavPress. 1828. 
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5 Now, you know as well as I do that there are some Christians who insist everything in the Bible is to be taken 

literally…but I don’t recall seeing people who have cut off their hands or pluck out their eyes.  So…even those who 

claim to be biblical literalists are not when it comes to this text because I don’t think they would say their eye or hand 

never caused them to sin. 
6 Carroll, John T. & Carroll, James R.  1996.  Preaching the Hard Sayings of Jesus.  Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Pub., 

60f. 
7 See Amos 5:21-24. 
8 See my sermon of September 2, 2018 – “Undefiled,” based on Mark 7:1-2, 5-20. 
9 Rohr, Richard.  1996.  Jesus’ Plan for a New World.  Cincinnati:  St. Anthony Messenger Press viii-ix.  

Fundamentalism refuses to listen to what the Gospel writers were really saying to their communities.  It enters into a 

nonhistorical love affair with words.  The human need for clarity and certitude leads fundamentalists to use sacred texts 

in a mechanical, closed-ended, and authoritarian manner.  This invariably leaves them trapped in their own cultural 

moment in history, and they often totally miss the real message along with the deepest challenges and consolations of 

scripture.  In the name of taking the word literally, the fundamentalist is in fact missing the literal word.  Isn’t that 

ironic?  The real meaning of the text is largely missed by people who say they take it all literally.  In other words, many 

times the metaphorical sense, the mythological sense, the sense of religious psychology and sacred story is in fact the 

literal, real sense... 
10 Gulley, Philip & Mulholland, James.  2003.  If Grace Is True.  NY: HarperCollins Pub., 42.  Time and again, those 

who opposed Jesus would quote scripture.  They would remind him of the Sabbath law, the requirement to fast, the 

provision for divorce, and the penalty for adultery.  Jesus seemed unimpressed with a person’s ability to quote scripture.  

His interest was in a person’s ability to hear God's voice.  He said, “He who belongs to God hears what God says.” 

(John 8:47)  It is through scripture that God speaks to us…but we are not meant to worship the Bible.  We are to 

worship the one the Bible reveals.  Too often we clutch desperately to our Bibles.  We belong to a long tradition of 

people who’ve found it safer to trust the scriptures we can control than the God we cannot.  In John’s gospel Jesus said, 

“You diligently study the scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  These are the scriptures 

that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” (John 5:39-40)  Jesus invited us to look up from the 

page and into God's face. 
11 See 1 Peter 2:7-8 and 1 Corinthians 1:23. 
12 Prayer adapted from:  Thurman, Howard.  2006.  Howard Thurman: Essential Writings.  Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 63-64. 


