Mark 9:38-50

Grace to you and peace, seriously.  In the midst of this world, in the midst of this text, grace to you and peace.  

Not many Gospel texts that use the word HELL not once but three times.  3 times in 12 verses.  So grace to you and peace.

Jesus is continuing on his tirade against his disciples.  It’s been going on for about 3 weeks.  Remember last week, he brought the child to the center, and admonished them about being servants not trying to be the greatest.

Now he’s continuing to talk to them, in no unclear terms, about total, sacrificial commitment to serving and sharing. [pause]
And this rather challenging text offers us a good opportunity to be reminded of something ELCA Lutherans have been saying off the record for a long time.  I think it’s been off the record because we don’t want to upset others or be excluded or condemned.  Are you ready?  As Lutherans, we don’t take the Bible literally, but we take it very seriously.  Some—now this is my judgment—I believe take the Bible literally, but don’t take it very seriously.  If they did, they wouldn’t eat shellfish, they would attend public stonings, but they would not watch football (cause of the pigskin—abomination), they wouldn’t allow women to speak in churches, and they’d be opposed to divorce in all circumstances.  If they were women, and their husbands died then they’d automatically marry their husband’s brother…out of respect for their husband. They’d never wear cotton/polyester blended clothing.   And, according to this text today they wouldn’t have hands or feet or eyes, for who among us has not sinned?      

We Lutherans don’t take the Bible literally, but we take it seriously.  So the questions is, how do we take this text today…seriously?  

Jesus is filling us with many things today.  In the first part, he’s reminding us too, not just the disciples long ago, he’s reminding us too that we are all part of the community of disciples.  There might be some who say, “Jesus, TEA-CHER, those Lutherans were casting out demons, but we told them they were wrong because they don’t take the bible literally, they just take it seriously.”  [pause and then slowly] Jesus welcomes all those who seek to follow, who seek to understand, and certainly those who are doing good works in Christ’s name.  Casting out demons – we do this every time we counter someone who is saying hateful things about anyone person or any one group.  Our children and our teenagers are casting out demons all the time, when they stand up to bullies.  And we too, whenever hatred, fear, anger and even violence is perpetrated in any way, whether physical, emotional, sexual or spiritual, when we stand up to the forces of evil in our world, we are casting out demons, and God welcomes us there into discipleship!   WE WERE THERE ALL ALONG.
And lest we get too pious or too proud of our selves, let’s get into the second part of this text, where Jesus says it would be better for you chop off or cut out parts of your body that you’ve been using to cause others to stumble than to be thrown into the fires of hell with all parts in tact.  What does that mean, seriously?   
(Let me just say something about hell in the New Testament:  Maybe you’ve heard this before, but the word hell in the NT, is not this fiery place down there, with a devil and a pitchfork, and all the things we see and hear about in our culture, in comic strips and jokes and even in churches—a place where we go after we die and burn for eternity if we don’t behave.  It’s amazing the impact that literature can have on theology and imagination.  So much of those images come from Dante’s descriptions of the Inferno in the 1300’s.  That’s medieval art/literature, that the church picked up on, and used to frighten the people into giving money to the church.  That’s medieval theology, that’s still thriving today, despite Martin Luther’s best efforts.  Now, Jesus is definitely talking about punishment, but hell (gehenna) was a geographical place outside of the city walls of Jerusalem.  Hell was the giant trash dump, and back then they burned the garbage, they burned bodies of the dead.  Hell/gehenna was an awful place, so this definitely caught the disciples’ attention.  There was no Dante’s inferno back then, there was a burning heap of trash with worms and smoke and stench.  The fires are never quenched because the people never stop making trash.)

But this is all an aside.  See how easy it is to get distracted by hell and all the images it conjures up?  The point of this part of the text however point is that Jesus calls us all into radical, undistracted discipleship.  And that obviously means in Mark humble service to the world, it also means being at peace with one another, as Jesus says at the end.  Wasn’t that a beautiful reading in James?  It offered instructions for what Jesus tells us to do in the Gospel text—be at peace with one another, pray for one another, laying hands on them, anointing them with oil (I don’t see that task being designated by James just for pastors—I’ve got oil, ask me and I give it to you to take out and anoint your loved ones, your brothers and sisters who are hurting.  Let’s all live into these texts!)   The letter of James goes on:  Confess your sins to one another, and then again, pray for one another.  Have you ever shared some of your deepest guilts with someone you trust?  It’s like a burden is lifted, and you can move again.  And in all that interacting, all that caring and nurturing that we do both among ourselves and out in that scary world, Christ is present.  Christ is so radically present…seriously.

I’ve been re-reading Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s short, sweet, but poignant work called LIFE TOGETHER; it’s all about living in Christian community…which is redundant. [pause] We know Christ through one another.  Bonhoeffer says that Christ is alive in our midst as a Christian community, that Christ stands right now between you and me, among us, in us above and below us.  Community is togetherness, sin is separation.  This comes back to what Jesus was saying, with all these body parts separated—that’s torture.  Live together, be at peace with one another, bear one another’s burdens.  I would paraphrase Jesus message for us today like this: “Hey, don’t be a stranger.  Don’t be strangers to one another, don’t be strangers to the Word of God, Word of Life (take it ever so seriously).  And don’t be strangers to his hurting world,” Jesus says, “because in community you will see me face to face, in community, connectedness.”  When we are separated we stumble, but when we are together we rise—nothing could be more Christian.  Christ is in our midst, you are the body of Christ.  [Slowly] For us, it’s all grace all the way…and it’s not easy.  Living in community is hard.  But God has created us for community, connectedness, even on a cosmic level; Christ is our light, our vision; and the Holy Spirit encourages us now, accompanies us now and always.  Thanks be to God.   AMEN.       
