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“Recognize Your Allies” 
Preaching Text: Mark 9:38-50 
Salado UMC, Salado Tx 76571 

9 August 2020—10th Sunday after Pentecost  
 

“In prosperity our friends know us; in adversity we know our friends” 
(John Churton Collins). 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
[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. [44]  [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. [46]  [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" (Mark 9:38-50). 

 
 Sometimes we think of the term “stewardship” theologically as a positive act on the behalf of God 
or others. That is, believers use the gifts and graces that God has provided for the up-building of God’s 
Realm. Yet our text may offer us an opportunity to think about the negative actions we attempt—
thinking we are acting on God’s behalf. Sometimes we get so engrossed in what others are doing that 
we forget to “set our own house in order.” 
 Before Mark’s Gospel lesson for today, Jesus foretells again of his death, but also blesses a child. 
This blessing comes as a response to the disciples arguing among themselves about who is the greatest. 
Jesus takes the child in his arms and teaches the twelve that, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my 
name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me” (Mark 
9:37). The point Jesus makes gently here with a child is a point he will make more explicitly in the next 
chapter. There Jesus says, “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve” (Mark 10:45). The 
disciples are concerned about honor and status; Jesus teaches them about humble usefulness in God’s 
Realm. 
 Today’s text begins with another of the disciples’ blunders. This oral error in judgment permits 
Jesus to teach from John’s declaration born of ignorance. John, no doubt speaking for the twelve, 
complains to Jesus: “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop 
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him, because he was not following us.” Evidently, “the insiders” plainly thought Jesus would 
congratulate them on their discernment. Yet, Jesus rebukes them by saying, “Whoever is not against us 
is for us.” It seems, perhaps from the perspective of the disciples, that Jesus may be confused as to who 
is an “insider” and who is an “outsider.” Perhaps, again, Jesus’ point is that in God’s realm there are not 
insiders and outsiders. Rather there are simply those who believe in God and so act to up-build the faith 
community. 
 As odd as it may sound, we church folks burn a good deal of time thrashing out who can and cannot 
do certain things in the name of the church. Many a church governing body spends energy laying down 
“church rules and procedures.” This kind of protective action happens at the local, regional, and national 
levels—and would happen at the global level if we humans could figure out how to do it. 

Several people in churches I have served in, habitually yearn for me to stop our bishops from 
speaking out on several social issues, such as war, racial justice, or capitalistic materialism. And yet, it 
may be necessary for the general church on occasion to lay out guidelines for ministry. Rarely, however, 
should this activity be the order of the day. Jesus implies that the disciples should not be so concerned 
about those who can cast out demons. Maybe, Jesus seems to suggest, the disciples should be 
concerned about why they could not cast out the demon (see: Mark 9:14-19). 
 The role of good stewards is not so much to prevent others from using their perceived spiritual gifts 
as it is to employ our own gifts to the glory of God. Perhaps Acts has a good word for us here. In Acts the 
council is trying to decide what do with Peter and the apostles who were doing great signs and wonders 
among the people. Gamaliel, a respected teacher of the law, said to the assembly: “I tell you, keep 
away from these men and let them alone; because if this plan or this undertaking is of human origin, it 
will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them—in that case you may even be 
found fighting against God” (Acts 5:38-39). 

Faithful stewards recognize that all those who are in Christ have gifts to give. Occasionally, our best 
course of action regarding other’s gifts is to simply get out of the way and allow God to work through 
others. 

Although I used this story in a sermon rather recently, I consider it is worth repeating. I will let you 
draw your own conclusions as to its value and meaning. 

Ernest Campbell’s story is one of risky redemption. He thinks it is safe to tell now—over 57 years 
later. Days after President John F. Kennedy’s Dallas assassination in November of 1963, a member of 
Campbell’s Ann Arbor, MI church called. She suggested that one thing the church might do to partially 
redeem the tragedy would be to provide Marina Oswald an opportunity learn English. Mrs. Oswald had 
expressed a desire to stay in the United States and learn its language better. Because it would have been 
politically foolish to bring this mission idea before the entire congregation, a few who represented the 
church’s executive committee got in touch with Marina Oswald in Dallas. 
 In due time and in cooperation with the FBI and others, Marina Oswald came to Ann Arbor. She 
slipped into town at night by train while a battery of reporters was waiting militantly at the airport. She 
lived with an unpretentious family that takes seriously its devotion to God and its love for people. When 
pressed to finally do so, the church joined the University of Michigan in issuing a modest press release. 
 Then the mail began to come in. Some were quick and hot to say that what the church did was 
unpatriotic. Others commented that the action was unwise, others unfair. (One woman said that she 
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had belonged to a church for forty years and what it had done for her in all that time she could write on 
the back of a postage stamp.)  
 Campbell answered every letter, rightly or wrongly, feeling it the obligation of his ministry to do so. 
He wrote in effect to each person who criticized, “The one thing you haven’t shown us is that what we 
have done is unlike Christ” (E. Campbell, in A Chorus of Witnesses, ed. by Tom Long, Eerdmans, 1994, p. 
169). 

David Neil Mosser, Salado UMC, Salado 76571 


