Text: Mark 9:38-50

Introduction

I’m not a big believer in coincidence.  I wouldn’t necessarily jump to “God’s sending me a message” – coincidence can just be a good strong clue about what people are thinking – but when three people from extremely separate ends of age and understanding want to talk about the same thing, such a coincidence is a good starting point.  The core concern of these coincidental conversations was the multitude of different church bodies and how they do or don’t work together and why if so many any are necessary.   I could be wrong in this, but the particular form of that question asked by the youngest might have cut to the core quicker - paraphrasing, “if all these places claim to teach the truth, why do I need to go consistently to any of them?”  The confusion of voices, the harshness of the confrontation in some case, and sometimes the squishiness of the voice over what would seem to be a central teaching – all of them blend into one voice to many modern ears saying “stay away” or “you can’t know, so don’t try” or the always popular, “I’m spiritual, but not religious.”  To have a meaningful voice to the world – to have anyone give us a listen – answering that question of ‘why this thing called a church?’ is necessary.

Expository Group by Group
Today’s text helps us begin to answer.  The text is really divided into two section which could be summarized – low walls, but high standards.  It realigns and reminds us of what the church really is.  The lessons from the last couple of weeks are important context.  The disciples as a group had spectacularly failed at driving out a demon and then they had been arguing over who was the greatest.  Their failure and Jesus’ correction had not diminished their sense of value.  And in today’s text John comes to Jesus and says – “Teacher, we saw this guy in your name driving out demons.  And we tried to stop him.  He wasn’t following us.”  Again their preceding failure had not dimmed their self-esteem.  This anonymous exorcist must have been having success driving out demons or he wouldn’t have attracted John’s attention.  He was accomplishing something that the disciples could not – but hey – he wasn’t following us!

Isn’t that what the majority of intra-Christian fights have been about?  Paul would later mock the Corinthians for dividing into groups – “some say I follow Apollos, and others say Peter and other say Paul and still others say I follow Christ.”  Groups like that are about membership.  When we have that membership mentality it turns into what do I get for me and my group.  If we think of the churches that came out of the reformation those phrases might be “I follow Peter, and I follow Luther and I follow Calvin and I follow Cranmer or Arminius or Wesley.”  On a more local level you see it all the time in struggling churches.  We can think about a certain church a little north of us as an example.  Some will follow the founding pastor.  Some liked the first guy that was called, some the next, and many have just gone elsewhere.  We erect walls of membership.  Come up with ways to ascertain who is one of us and drive out those who aren’t.  Collect the dues and cast aspersions on other clubs.  Yea, they may be having success leading people to Christ, but they aren’t following us.  They aren’t doing it our way!

Jesus seems to have calmed down some.  No accusation of being faithless or of being Satan.  But he corrects John’s understanding.  He tells John and those disciples not to hinder the anonymous exorcist.  And Jesus gives John three reasons: 1) the guy is doing it in my name, he can’t turn and speak evil that quickly.  2) If he’s not against us, he’s for us. And 3) Anyone who gives a cup of water because of the name of Christ will not lose his reward.

First – he’s doing it in the name of Jesus.  Know who is a follower and who is the head.  The church is not building exclusive clubs built around individuals - like John’s royal we putting Jesus and the twelve separate from everyone else.  John wanted his club.  Jesus says you got the pronoun wrong.  The church (including those twelve) is the gathering of disciples around one specific individual – Jesus Christ.  Is another group doing a good thing in the name of Christ?  Don’t get in the way.  The church follows Jesus, and if someone is claiming that and doing a good thing, don’t interfere.

Second – if he’s not against us, he’s for us.  Think about our understanding of someone coming to Jesus.  The catechism says – “I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ or come to him, but the Holy Spirit has called me…”  If someone is doing a good work in the name of Jesus – God must be working there.  By our sinful nature we are against Jesus.  By our sinful nature we would curse the name of Jesus.  And that is what we see when those sinful natures are given free reign – whether that is the Soviet Union putting Christians in gulags or the modern European Union with its outright denial in the preamble to their constitution that Christianity had anything to do with the history of that continent.  The name of Jesus is not one that inspires yawns.  If people are not against it, they are for it.  Even if they are Arminian Evangelicals waiting for the rapture – if there are running a food pantry in the name of Christ – they are not against Jesus.

Jesus’ last reason should give Christians a greater pause.  John’s question assumed that he was the one in control.  That John was forming a group that everyone should join.  He was assuming comfort and power.  Jesus says that anyone who might give you a cup of water to drink because you are from Christ, they will not lose their reward.  The church, those from Christ, should not expect to always be the ones giving help.  They might be the ones receiving it.  Don’t act like a jerk and tarnish the name of Christ.  You might need help and people might help you because of that name.      
We don’t know who and where those people called by the Father to follow Jesus are.  Said by that famous squishy theologian - St. Augustine – “there may be found something which is catholic outside the church catholic.”  The church is about making disciples.  The church is the gathering of those called by God out of the darkness.  Since we can’t make a complete count and check everyone with a secret handshake, we are to keep the walls low.  Don’t forbid people doing good things just because they aren’t following our ways.  That is the low walls portion.
But the hellfire theologian – St. Augustine – also said, “so there may be found in the church catholic something with is not catholic.”  We don’t discourage those doing good things even though they may be outside of our specific understanding.  But we don’t lose our head with squishiness in the church either.  Jesus followed up with exactly that warning.  Whoever scandalized one of these little ones, the ones who believe, it is better for him to be wearing a giant millstone around his neck and be thrown into the sea.  If your hand scandalizes – cut it off!  If you foot scandalizes – cut it off!  If you eye scandalizes – pluck it out!  It is better to live crippled than to be thrown into hell.  We can personalize this, but the context of the words is all about what it means to follow Christ – to be the church.  The body metaphor for the church – Christ the head and the members the people of the church was common very early and even has OT precedent.  If you’ve got low walls, also have high standards within the body. 

If there is someone or something within the church that is causing those who believe in Jesus to lose faith – cut it off!  This is both for the good of the church and for the good of that person.  It is better to go around without that person who is causing people to stumble, even though it will hurt, than for many to stumble.  It is better for that person to be cast out and know the consequences of his or her actions than for them to be in danger of that giant millstone.  Too often we in the church put niceness as the prime virtue, yet I can never find it in any of the lists.  This right here gets to the heart of the church’s mission – we are to proclaim Jesus Christ as the savior for those sins that would throw us into hell and to celebrate His sacraments.  Nobody likes being reminded of their sin.  We’d rather spend time justifying it to ourselves.  But the church is called to those who believe in Jesus to make those distinctions, to call a spade a spade.  Martin Luther put it this way – “a theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil.  The theologian of the cross says what a thing is.”
Because all with fire will be salted.   When we join groups – when we are members of something – we don’t expect to be corrected.  Membership brings rewards and privileges and acceptance.  But the church isn’t about membership.  The church is about disciples.  Disciples who are actively following Jesus in their lives.   Why do we need a church – especially why do we need a church that will make distinctions – [I’ve already got a Jewish mother for that]?  Why isn’t being spiritual by myself enough?  Because where else will you be salted?  Be truthful with yourself – no one is really spiritual by themselves – they just come up with self justifications.  A church is where you will be formed in to living sacrifices – and that is the salt reference.  All sacrifices were salted.  A church is where brothers and sisters in Christ out of love for you will be truthful.  A church is the place that calls you to confront your own deeds and examine yourself.  A church is supposed to be the place that says what a thing is.
And in saying what a thing is.  In saying that I am a poor sinful being.  That I have sinned in thought, word and deed.  That I deserve that worm that does not die and the fire that will not be extinguished.  In saying that - I have been salted.  I have been prepared.  Today, probably in every age although we tend to think not, there are a lot of theologians of glory.  There are a lot of churches that have lost their saltiness.  They can be great places to be members of, but why?  In yourselves, individually and in your churches, hold that salt.  Hold that repentance that salts the sacrifice.  Hold in yourselves salt – and in that repentance – live in peace with each other.  It is only through that repentence, that salting, that we receive the gospel – the absolution, the peace with God through Jesus Christ.
