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THE EIGHTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Hiding in Plain Sight
Psalm 19:7-14; Mark 9:38-50

You can almost hear the lilt in John’s voice as he and perhaps James
and a couple of other disciples rush up to Jesus to report on their good deed. 
“Teacher,” he said, pulling his shoulders back and grinning like a cat that had
caught a bird, “we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we
tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  With that he glanced to
the side and winked at the other disciples.

John and his friends were not quite prepared for Jesus’ reaction. 
Instead of a hearty, “Great job, Guys!” and a slap on the shoulder, Jesus’ face
darkened, his eyes narrowed, his lips pursed.  “Don’t you dare stop him,”
Jesus declared.  “Anyone exercising power in my name won’t be able to
speak evil of me.  Anyone who is not against us is for us!”

Imagine the look on their faces as Jesus scolded them instead of
congratulating them.  This was not at all the reaction they expected.

Jesus was not finished.  He went on, speaking about stumbling blocks
and consequences for impeding the faith of someone else–like hanging a
millstone around your neck.  He talked about personal sin and chopping off
hands and feet and plucking out eyes.  Was their teacher about to become
unhinged?!

Obviously Jesus was using a bit of hyperbole to make his point.  And
make it he did!  But don’t miss the point he was making.  It wasn’t so much
about a nonbeliever tapping into the power of Jesus’ name or maiming
yourself in order to be faithful.  His point was that we should not presume to
limit when and where and through whom God might be working in the world.

This story ought to shake us to the core because we followers of Christ
are supposed to be the messengers of God, the deliverers of the Good News,
the workers of grace, and the conduits of miracles.  Yet, Jesus scolded his
disciples for shutting down a non-believer who used his name to do good.



I don’t blame John and his pals.  Someone was taking advantage of
Jesus’ popularity and ability to heal by attempting to act in his name.  I would
have wanted to call him out, too.  We all know charlatans who have used
religion to make a quick buck.  It is clear that religion itself can be a top
moneymaker in some circles, a huge commercial enterprise in others.  Go into
any “Christian Bookstore” and you will find more trinkets than treasures.  Pins,
posters, plaques, pictures, jewelry, decals, clothing, and all manner of items
with religious sayings on them are available.  Watch most televangelists and
count the number of minutes spent on monetary appeals and promises that
cannot be kept.  What has always puzzled me about many of these TV
prophets who claim to have a direct line to God (which supposedly gives them
the power to read minds and heal bodies) is that the power seems to come
on when the cameras are on.  Otherwise, why are they not roaming the halls
of hospitals and rehab units?  I understand why the disciples wanted to shut
down a religious huckster who was trying to cash in on Jesus’ reputation.

For some reason, Jesus saw it differently.  Apparently, he saw
everything differently, didn’t he?

Jesus had a different perspective on things.  Perhaps this is why the
writer of the Epistle of James boldly declared, “Every generous act of giving,
with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights
. . .” (James 1:17).  Or, as the old gospel hymn says, “All good gifts around us
are sent from heaven above.  Then thank the Lord, O thank the Lord, for all
his love.”1  Jesus, followed by James, suggested that no matter the source,
any goodness that comes into our lives comes from God.

I wonder if the writer of the Letter of James had an additional message
for those early disciples.  After declaring that all good gifts come from God,
the letter advises, “You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be
quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce
God’s righteousness . . . But  be doers of the word, and not merely hearers 
. . .” (James 1:19-20, 22).

Jesus was not condoning the use of his name and power for personal
gain.  He was trying to teach the disciples to pay attention to the power of
God when it energizes the world, always bringing good.  And he was
reminding them that they should not always look in the usual places like
synagogues, temples, or the acts of people who are faithful to God.  He

1Matthias Claudius, “We Plough the Fields, and Scatter,”  (1782), trans. Jane M. Campbell (1861).
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encouraged them to look everywhere to see where the power of God might
be hiding.

Jesus made this point over and over.  When he was walking through
Jericho with crowds of the curious lining the road, he saw Zacchaeus, the
despised tax collector, sitting up in a tree.  He informed the man that he was
having dinner with him at his house that day.  Before the first course could be
served, the tax collector, considered a traitor and swindler–a first class sinner,
repented and promised to make amends fourfold (Luke 19).  The power of
God at work bringing about good.

When Jesus was dining in the house of Simon the Pharisee, a woman,
likely a prostitute, came in and washed his feet with her tears and dried them
with her hair, an act of utmost hospitality and adoration.  When Simon
rebuked Jesus for letting such a woman–a sinner–touch him, Jesus pointed
out that her compassionate act compensated for the Pharisee’s own lack of
hospitality toward him and the woman (Luke 7).  The power of God at work
bringing good.

When Jesus needed a good object lesson to help his disciples better
understand what God’s kingdom was all about, he took a child in his arms. 
As we were reminded last week, children were the lowest people on the social
totem pole.  They had no rights and no standing in the community, yet Jesus
said that to enter the kingdom of God, you had to become like one of these
little humans (Mark 10).  The power of God at work bringing good.

In his first recorded sermon which he preached to the folks in his
hometown synagogue, Jesus chose the scroll of Isaiah the prophet and read
words that were welcome in Isaiah’s day, in Jesus’ day, and today: “The Spirit
of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to
the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor” (Luke 4).  When he suggested, however, that people other than
the Jews might also be in on this blessing, he got run out of town and nearly
pushed off a cliff, but his point was made.  The power of God at work bringing
good.

To teach people about the radical and sometimes preposterous love of
God, he told three stories about people who had lost something valuable.  We
all know the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son, or the
Prodigal, as we call him (Luke 15).  In each case, someone goes to
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extraordinary and even absurd lengths to regain what was lost just as God will
go to extreme lengths to find us and bring us home.  The power of God at
work bringing good.

When he wanted to explain the sometimes upside down and backward
ways that God works in the world, Jesus told the parable of the workers in the
vineyard, the one where the last workers to arrive were paid the same as the
ones who worked all day long.  In God’s community, Jesus told them, “the first
shall be last and the last shall be first” (Matthew 20:16).  The power of God
at work bringing good.

When Jesus wanted to shake the preconceived notion that only Jews
were righteous, he told the parable of the Samaritan who stopped to help a
wounded Jew when other Jews had left him in the ditch to die (Luke 10).  The
power of God at work bringing good.

When Jesus wanted to demonstrate what real authority (as opposed to
superficial power) looks like, he entered Jerusalem on a donkey.  In stark
contrast to the tradition of victorious military leaders who pranced into the
city’s main gate on a gallant steed backed by the might of their armies, Jesus
rode in on the humblest of animals followed by a gaggle of people waving
branches and singing, “Hosanna in the highest” (Mark 11).  The power of God
at work bringing good.

And when Jesus wanted to put God’s power on full display, he died on
a cross and then rose from the tomb to proclaim eternal life available for all
people.  The power of God at work bringing good.

Over and over, Jesus challenges the notion that God works only through
those of us who profess faith.  Over and over, Jesus demonstrates that God
will not be pigeonholed by our narrow understanding of God and God’s ways. 
Instead, Jesus constantly broadens our understanding of God so that we
might not miss the goodness of God regardless of where or how or through
whom it originates.

Where have you seen the power of God at work for good in the world? 
In what unusual places and people have you discovered God hiding?

Yesterday I listened to an interview with NBA All-star Carmello Anthony. 
He has written a memoir about his life which details growing up in the Red
Hook housing project of Brooklyn and a similar housing project in Baltimore. 
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He spoke about how tough and dangerous those neighborhoods were but
how family and a cousin in particular kept him safe and on the right path.  I
found it particularly interesting that he revealed that while those
neighborhoods were run by people who trafficked in drugs and prostitution
and other crimes, they did protect the people who needed to be protected. 
Instead of trying to draw him into a life of crime, he said, they encouraged him
to get out and do better.  He didn’t condone for a second what those people
did that was wrong, but he could not forget what they did that was right.2  The
power of God at work bringing good.

What might happen if we began to look for God in unusual places and
people?  What might happen if we began to notice the good things that
happen in otherwise bad places?  What could happen if we started to notice
that even people who do bad things also do good things?  Might it provide an
opportunity to encourage the good over the bad?  Might it change our
perspective on where people live, what they do for a living, and what is truly
in their hearts?  What if recognizing God in surprising places caused us to
think more intentionally about what we do and do not do?  What if God chose
to do good through us?  Would be ready?  Would we be willing?

In a rather graphic and even repugnant way, Jesus reminded his
followers–and us–that we do have a choice as to whether we will do good or
evil in the world.  I doubt he really intended for anyone to cut off hands or feet
or pluck out eyes, but his point was well made: often the choice to do right is
difficult, even painful, but we should choose to do what is right.  Returning to
one of his favorite metaphors, he  urged his followers to be salt in the world,
an element we know can add flavor and bring healing into our lives.

God will not be boxed in by our narrow understanding of God’s ways in
the world.  Maybe as we open our eyes and minds and hearts, we just might
find God hiding in plain sight, surprising us over and over again as God offers
us all the good that creative love can provide.  May we all see the power of
God at work bringing good to the world.  Amen.

2Dana Jacobson, “Hope and Hoops,” CBS Saturday Morning (September 25, 2021).
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September 26, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we are paying attention, we are keenly aware of the working of
your power around and within us, O God, and in anxious and uncertain days,
we have come to rely more and more on the strength of your presence to
sustain and guide us.  We know that when the news is good and our faith is
strong, it is easier for us to recognize the evidence that you are near. It is
easier to be open to you when answers come and your abundant gifts are
apparent.  But we know all too well that life sometimes takes us through
wilderness places, into territory that seems threatening and unfamiliar. Illness
or economic insecurity,  tensions in relationships and conflicts within
ourselves, challenges facing our communities and the needs of our
neighbors, even the normal stresses of life and work and obligations, can lead
us to points where we feel lonely and defeated.

In moments when fears and anxieties cloud our vision, remind us, Holy
God, that wherever our journey takes us, your are there to guide our steps
and light our way. Enlighten the eyes of our hearts to recognize those times
when barren lands can become opportunities for quiet solitude, a respite
where we can leave distractions and worries for a while in order to experience
deeper communion with your Spirit. Open our eyes to see the ways you invite
us into conversation and accompany us on our journey.  Help us to see
clearly the paths you have revealed, and lead us to examine our words and
actions in light of the life and ministry of Christ and, by your grace, enable us
to be transformed into his likeness. When the way is dark and our hope is
waning, give us glimpses of your kingdom that will give us strength for the
journey.  For your protection over us and your presence with us; for your
truths that challenge us and your grace that accepts us; for the gift of brothers
and sisters who walk with us and your call to welcome the stranger; for every
good gift which comes from your generous hand, we offer ourselves to you
and lift our hearts in gratitude and praise. In the name of the Christ who met
our deepest need by revealing the fullness of your grace and who showed us
how to love by first loving us, we offer these and all our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


