Pentecost 14		25th August, 2024			H.R.U.C.  9.30am

		James 5: 13 – 20		Mark 9: 38 –50

		PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT’S IMPORTANT

INTRODUCTION:	I’m sure you will have noticed those warnings before some TV news items which say “Some viewers may find the following images disturbing.” I did consider issuing a warning before I read those words from Mark’s gospel this morning.  Did hear what Jesus said?  If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off…If your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off… 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, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.  (Mark 9: 43-48).

I’m sure this passage is not on anyone’s list of favourite passages of the New Testament! They are certainly difficult for people in this day and age to hear and understand. But the question still remains about how we are to take these sayings of Jesus seriously. How do we interpret them for us in the 21st century?

1. The Context of Jesus’ Sayings:	The first thing we have to do is to put this passage into its context in Mark’s gospel. At this point in Mark’s telling of the Jesus’ story, Jesus is speaking openly and frequently about his impending death, warning his disciples that his way of being Messiah is going to lead to conflict and death. But on the road, they are arguing about their ambitions and who is going to be the greatest in the coming kingdom. 

But there’s something else going on that sets Jesus off in this particular outburst. His disciples’ come to him complaining that someone else — an outsider — is casting out demons in Jesus’s name. They tell Jesus proudly that they tried to stop him, as if their arrogant, but feeble tattling will earn them brownie points with their leader. Their complaint is that “he was not following us.” Notice that they say “us.” Not, “We tried to stop him because he’s not following you, Lord.” But, “we tried to stop him because his practice, his path, his way of doing faith, doesn’t look like ours.” Jesus’s response?  Leave him alone. Quit pestering him. Whoever is not against us is for us. They were so concerned about their own agendas that they missed what Jesus’ agenda was .

2. This is where the way of Jesus really gets scary. Jesus is saying, ‘Don’t let anything stand in the way of your entering into life through my death and resurrection.’ And, don’t make stumbling blocks for my ‘little ones.’ This is not just talk, let’s remember he’s also made the decision to make his way south, from the safety of rural Galilee towards the dangerous political and religious capital, Jerusalem. He knows he’s running out of time. He is grimly aware that he doesn’t have much time left to prepare his still clueless disciples for what’s coming as he lays his life on the line. They still haven’t got a clue about the strange way Jesus is implementing the coming kingdom of God.

So he ramps things up. We can feel Jesus’ urgency in his exaggerated and violent language; he’s got fire in his eyes. His frustration at how easily his disciples get distracted is showing. His impatience at how often they get bogged down in minor details and personal agendas. “I need you to PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT’S IMPORTANT!” You can almost hear the urgency here. “My way is not exclusive! He warns them about causing offence to “the little ones who believe in me.” These are not only recent believers but anyone who is vulnerable. He is here advocating for openness and acceptance of difference and urging them to look beyond their own ambitions and desires. He is imploring them: “Can’t you see how my way leads to life through death and greatness is measured not by power but by service?”

As I get older as a Christian, the more I read and ponder the gospels, the more overwhelmed I am by the radical nature of Jesus’s openness, inclusivity and hospitality. Every time over the years, when I felt satisfied that I’d made my circle of inclusion wide enough, I hear Jesus say, “Nope. Make it wider. Your circle is still too small.” Every time I think I’ve been gracious enough — between us and them, saint and sinner; who is worthy and who is not, how to discern what is essential to believe from what is just pious church culture, Jesus scatters sand all over my lines of demarcation until they disappear. “Whoever is not against us is for us.” Whoever does not oppose the beautiful and saving works of God — mercy, love, kindness, justice, liberation, peacemaking, healing, nurturing — is on the side of Jesus. How mind-blowing is that? How challenging and difficult, are Jesus’ words for us Christians who have loved our church, our institutional, denominational and cultural practices so very much? These difficult words of Jesus ask us; Have we become more concerned about our own agendas our own positions than what the mission of Jesus is really about?

The difficulty for us Australian Christians today is that we encounter Christian faith as a comfortable religion. We are not excessive and we like it that way. The practice of Christian faith still fits fairly comfortably within our Western lifestyle, though there are signs that Christian Faith and our culture no longer fit together as well as they once did. We still live with conventional rules. Do good to others; be kind to your neighbours; live within society’s rules; bathe between the flags; don’t make a fuss; don’t upset anybody. The effect is that too often, we fashion our practice of faith to fit the prevailing culture, and that may be local as well, so we don’t want to rock the boat. That means that as a community, we don’t know how to handle difference and diversity very well. 

3. The Meaning of Jesus Sayings: In this passage, Jesus is talking about what we have to be willing to do in order to live his way of life. What will we commit ourselves to, in order to find his life?  John de Gruchy was a professor of theology in South Africa who opposed the Apartheid regime for more than forty years. I once heard him tell the story of how he came to his local church one day to find the church surrounded by South African police and troops. There was an official government notice on the door forbidding the church to be opened because it was preaching sedition. The Senior Minister arrived, walked through the troops up to the church door, tore off the notice, threw open the doors, and said to the waiting congregation, “Come, let us worship God.”

The Church of Jesus ought not to be captive to any cultural ideologies or societal norms, even precious religious ones. As a community of disciples, we do not take our decisions or directions from any of these sources. As a church we dare to worship this God, embodied in the radical love, forgiveness and gracious generosity of Jesus?  As a Christian community, and that is what we are here in this place, we make our decisions by first paying attention to Jesus and his leading. Our mission statement as a congregation says “celebrating vibrant faith and gracious hospitality”. But how we implement this statement must be guided by the teaching and practice of Jesus, the Lord of the Church. Can we hear Jesus’ words to his disciples in the text as addressed to us who are his disciples today? We who have our own ambitions and agendas for the church? What is the faith we hold? How wide do we draw the lines of acceptance and inclusion in our hospitality? Are there people who are excluded from the love of God because they are not like us? These are the questions I think are implied for us in Jesus words.

So at a time when we as a congregation are facing some challenging issues about how we conduct our life as a community, how we live out our mission, how we express our faith, it is tempting to fall back into the comfortable ways of our culture. Is the democratic “Majority rules” shape our decision making as disciples? That is a method that allows the strongest voices to prevail. What about “the little ones” Jesus refers to? How do we listen to those who lack the confidence to speak up or who are unsure but can’t say so? This is where Christians are different from our culture. Jesus said to his disciples when he was facing his time of trial, “Pay attention to what is important.” So we need to listen to what Jesus is calling us to be and do in this conflicted age of ours. In the new way of decision-making we are trying to implement at HRUC, we begin by listening to his Word and consulting with one another about what we hear. We are trying to find ways of allowing all the members of our community of faith to be engaged in that listening so that we all may be taught by the one whose disciples we are. And, as Jesus’s disciples found, that may lead us into uncomfortable situations and even confrontational engagements. But we are not afraid to do this because we do it together as disciples of a common Lord. 

Conclusion: These words are what I heard from listening to today’s Gospel in the light of my place in this community of Faith. 

It is to be willing to cut off our preconceived notions about what we think is important in order to listen to the Word of God together. To widen our circle of who Jesus includes in his circle of grace because there are many ways and many people whom God uses as agents in God’s mission of grace. May our diversity be a sign that we are a community that not only believes, but practices, the gospel of grace. 

Rod Horsfield
25th August, 2024











