
 
 

 In her haunting poem entitled, “A Loss of Something Ever Felt I,” Emily 
Dickinson writes: 

 
And a Suspicion, like a Finger 

Touches my Forehead now and then 
That I am looking oppositely 

For the site of the Kingdom of Heaven - - 
 

This is as apt a description of the disciples in the Gospel of Mark as any, a group of 
followers looking “oppositely for the site of the Kingdom of Heaven.” 

 
It starts early in this gospel. A woman in the crowd reaches out to touch Jesus and 

is immediately healed. Jesus asks who touched him, and the disciples ridicule him, “You 
see this large crowd and yet you ask who touched you?” They fail to see the kingdom 
moment; they are moving oppositely. All the while the woman, unclean because of her 
condition, the ultimate outsider, comes forward and embraces her new day. 

 
Jesus and the disciples are in a boat together and he says, “Watch out for the yeast 

of the Pharisees,” and the disciples, lost in literalism, rowing oppositely, say to one 
another, “It’s because we forgot the bread.” Jesus, exasperated, says, “Do you not yet 
understand?”  

 
Peter proclaims Jesus as the Messiah in one breath and scolds him like a child in 

the next, taking him aside to urge Jesus to move oppositely, away from the cross. This 
prompts Jesus to remind the disciples that denying themselves, taking up their crosses 
and following him is the only path to life.  

 
And then there’s this: A man brings his possessed son to Jesus. The disciples had 

been unable to cast out the demon. After wondering how long he must put up with this 
faithless generation, he does what they were unable to do. The disciples, privately, ask 
him why they were not able to cast it out. And with a touch of holy sarcasm, Jesus 
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responds, “This kind can only come out with prayer.” In other words, it is hard to discern 
the Kingdom when you are looking oppositely.  

 
And you remember from last week, the disciples arguing about who among them is 

the greatest, and Jesus placing a child in their midst, saying that to welcome the child is 
to welcome him, inviting a posture of humility and openness. 

 
And the very next moment, John says, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out 

demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” 
 
You’ve got to appreciate the irony. Just a few verses ago, the disciples were unable 

to exorcise a demon, and now this outsider comes along doing what they could not do. 
Notice the pronouns. Notice that the disciples do not say they stopped him because he 
was not following you, Jesus, but because he was not following us.  

 
Never mind that the exorcist uses Jesus’ name. Never mind that because of this 

outsider there are people formerly bound who are now free. He isn’t one of them. 
 
What follows is remarkable. “Do not stop him,” Jesus says. If someone is doing 

something good in my name, they will not be able to speak evil of me. Leave them alone. 
If someone gives a cup of water to you because you bear the name of Christ, he or she 
will not lose the reward. Whoever is not against us is for us.” 

 
This may be the most radical thing Jesus says in this text. He draws the circle wide 

of those who are part of what God is doing in the world and reserves his harshest words 
in this text for those who would draw it small. 

 
Stop setting up stumbling blocks in front of these little ones, Jesus announces. 

God’s Kingdom is vaster than this small group of disciples. God is up to something big, 
and it’s time for you to get out of the way if you can’t stop moving oppositely. It is better 
for you if a millstone were wrapped around your neck and thrown into the sea than for 
you to scandalize these little ones. That’s the Greek word translated “stumble” in English. 
Don’t scandalize these little ones like the children, like the unauthorized exorcist, like the 
woman with the hemorrhages, like the outcast and the lost and the lonely. Don’t you dare 
stop them, Jesus says, with the toughest language he’s spoken to date. We’re better off 
without you if you do.  

 
It’s time to stop looking at others and instead look at yourselves, Jesus says. You 

are trapped. You’re not intentionally looking oppositely. You are captives. You need to 



be liberated. The cross beckons you, life beckons you, but you are caught in old patterns, 
blind to the Kingdom.  

 
You’ve heard those stories, haven’t you? A hiker gets his leg caught in a bear trap 

for days, losing strength, no hope of being found. He wants to live; he knows it is better 
to enter life, even without an arm, without a leg. But the cost of life is high. He must lose 
something of value to gain life. A mountain climber falls into a crevice and lodges her 
arm between two rocks. She is stuck for days, waiting for rescue. Eventually the awful 
truth dawns that her rescuers are not coming, and there’s only one painful path to life. 
Jesus invites these opposite-looking disciples to contemplate what it will take, what they 
might need to lose, to gain life.   

 
When my friend John’s son, Aaron was born, he received a care package from the 

congregation, a box filled with several meaningful things, including a small New 
Testament. John’s oldest daughter Rachel, around eight years old at the time, opened it 
up and began reading from it to Aaron. She happened to open to this section of Mark, and 
when she got to the part where Jesus says, “If your hand offends you, cut it off…,” she 
closed the Bible and said, “I don’t think I like this book anymore.”  

 
If you were caught up short by the imagery here, if you sat up a little straighter in 

your pew at the language of cutting off hands and feet and plucking out eyes, I think 
that’s what was intended. It is a radical call to individual self-examination, and 
communal self-examination. 

 
Several years ago now, Tom Long met with me and several other pastors as we 

talked about this particular story from Mark’s Gospel. 
And he told us the story of the day when he was getting his haircut, and his stylist 

started to talk about the church she was part of there in Atlanta—the World Changers 
Church, which is led by Creflo Dollar. 

Now Creflo Dollar is a prosperity gospel minister—one of those, in other words, 
who is not one of us. 

He’s one of those guys who teaches that God wants you to be wealthy and that 
wealth is a sign of God’s favor. 

Tom admitted to us that he had already mentally dismissed this woman’s faith. But 
then he is caught up short when the woman tells him that when she leaves work later in 
the day, she will head down to the Atlanta soup kitchen where she works once a week 
with a group of volunteers from the church giving food to the homeless in the city. 

Tom told us the truth: “I guess Jesus will show up just about anywhere these 
days—even at Creflo Dollar’s church.” 

 



 I have a list of churches that I think are doing it all wrong. It’s a rather long list, 
and when I am at my most insecure, it is always ready at hand. It is that underlying 
insecurity that Jesus’ harsh imagery invites me to take a long look at, to consider whether 
I am its captive, stuck in its crevasse, unable to move forward in my walk of faith 
because that insecurity keeps insisting that the circle be drawn small, that certitude can be 
attained, that all the people who don’t walk the way I walk or think the way I think can be 
stopped, and all at last will be right in my little Presbyterian world.  

 
What Jesus invites is humility that comes from self-examination, and a recognition 

that God’s mission is much larger than any one person or congregation or denomination. 
And what the world needs to see in these days, from sanctuaries to halls of power, is this 
very humility, that does not flinch from the work of the Spirit to form us into disciples, a 
work that includes removing from us those very things we cling to so tightly, that cause 
us to want the circle to be drawn small. 

 
Our nation stands at an important moment, when voices from so many places 

would have us divide this republic into two very stark and certain camps. We saw that 
again on display this week in troubling ways. Jesus invites us all this day to a humility 
that comes from the recognition that God’s work in the world is much more than our 
minds and limited perspectives can fathom. To recognize this is to open ourselves to 
compassion for one another, and to healing and hope. It is to turn from our looking 
oppositely and see the kingdom of heaven before us in the most unlikely of people and 
places, and, being freed by God from all that causes us and others to stumble, all that 
traps us, to walk, in freedom, toward its welcoming light. Amen.      
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