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Maybe it’s taken you a while, in life, to learn to value what’s important.  You learn to 
value your spouse, maybe—yeah, that can be a hard lesson! but you learn it—and then, 
suddenly, you learn that your time with them has been clipped short.  You finally get 
used to a new hymnal, and then they come out with a replacement.  -Well, not if you’re 
an Episcopalian!  But it could happen.  The point is:  just when you think you’ve figured 
out what’s worth holding on to, it’s gone. 
 
I’ve been wondering at what point in life we start holding on to the things we know, and 
not wanting to lose control of them.  Separation anxiety occurs when a very young child 
doesn’t want a parent to go out of visual range—so I figure it all starts pretty early. 
 
And, speaking of anxiety, what a week it has been in the United States!  Even up here on 
the lovely Mendocino coast, and even if you haven’t been following the hearings of 
Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve felt a sort of 
“disturbance in The Force”.  And it’s always tricky to come into an unfamiliar place as a 
guest preacher at a moment like this.  I need to address what your hearts and minds are 
wrestling with, but we don’t have a long-established bond of trust to help me know how 
to do that.  I’ll bet some of your preachers avoid politics and current events for that 
reason. 
 
Let me say at least this:  one of the dynamics I see at work on our national scene 
recently—through things like the Movement for Black Lives, the Women’s March, and 
the #MeToo movement—is that people who have power, wealth, and other privilege are 
being challenged by those who have less of these things; and because no one ever gives 
up power, wealth, and privilege without some kind of struggle, we are seeing privileged 
folks dig in and resist.  They want to hang on to the control they have; in fact, they are 
downright shocked that they are being asked to let it go.  And this has everything to do 
with our Bible readings for today. 
  
Our Bible readings for today are full of surprises, and reversals, and challenges to let go.  
Each of them has something to say about our life together as a community of faith. 
 
There’s a reading from the book of Numbers:  journeying together through the 
wilderness, the Israelites begin to complain.  They want meat to eat.  Oh, sure, they were 
enslaved when they lived in Egypt, but the food was so good!  --The fish, the cucumbers, 
the melons, the leeks, the onions, the garlic—and it was all free!  Now, they have nothing 
but this tiresome miracle-gift from God, this manna food.  It’s so monotonous they could 
cry.  If only they could go back!  They can’t let go of their past, even though it was a life 
of slavery.   
 
Moses complains to God, who raises up many elders from among the people, to share in 
the leadership of the tiresome Israelites.  Seventy gather, and the spirit of God rests on 



them, and they prophesy.  But, wait—there were two more invited to this party, who 
didn’t go to the gathering.  They (Eldad and Medad) stayed in the camp; but the spirit of 
God rested on them just the same.  They prophesied right there in the camp.   
  
That can’t be right!  It’s not okay to skip the meeting, but take on the leader’s role just the 
same!  Does anybody else find this as disturbing as I do?!  Joshua does.  “Stop them!” 
says Joshua to Moses.  And Moses replies, “Hey, if only all the LORD’s people were 
prophets, and all had the spirit!”  
 
In this story, the spirit of God doesn’t go where you might expect.  It doesn’t fall upon 
the people who are doing the right thing.  In this story, the only one who controls the 
spirit of God is God.  As a result, prophetic insight and leadership come from an 
unexpected place.  Joshua and others have to let go of their expectations and control, and 
let that happen. 
 
How does this compare with the Gospel reading for the day?  There, we encounter the 
disciple John, sounding a little like Joshua did to Moses:  “Teacher, we saw somebody 
casting out demons in your name, but he wasn’t one of us, so we tried to stop him.”   
 
Again—surely, the disciples were justified in this?  Someone was out there, without the 
proper training, someone who didn’t know Jesus, doing ministry in his name.  On the 
other hand, at least that unknown minister was having success, whereas John and his 
fellow disciples had recently experienced a remarkable failure in their own demon-
ousting abilities!  
 
“No, don’t stop the guy,” Jesus replies.  In the name of Jesus, someone was setting others 
free from what bound them.  That mattered more than their membership in any group.  
“Whoever is not against us is for us,” the early church decided. 
 
. . . But what if someone is against us?  What happens when, instead of setting people 
free or offering a kind drink of water to Christ’s thirsty followers, someone trips them 
up? 
 
This is where we come to the bloody part of the day’s texts.  --First some cement shoes, 
and then some amputation.  “Whoever would put a stumbling block before any 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.  If your hand causes you to stumble, 
cut it off . . . ” 
 
You have probably heard these words before, and pictured your own hand, and the things 
in your personal life that cause you to stumble.  But, this time, let’s try something 
different:  let’s think about other places in the Christian writings where we hear about the 
hand, the foot, and the eye.  Can you think of one? [ . . . ] 
 
Yes, sometimes the church is referred to as the Body of Christ.  The body is made up of 
many parts, and each part affects all the others. 
 



The image of the church as a body was probably already in use by early Christians, at the 
time when a collection of Jesus-stories and sayings were grouped together and written 
down into this very gospel passage we read today.  Also, when you study the Greek of 
this gospel, “the little ones who believe in me” seems to mean not just children, but also 
adults—all those who are vulnerable in any way, but who trust in Jesus.  So, what we’re 
reading here is an exaggerated warning, not meant to be taken literally, and it can be read 
in this way:  if a member of your community, instead of setting others free or showing 
them kindness in my name, is doing them harm, you must remove that member from the 
community.  It is better to suffer their loss than to let them drag the whole body down.  –
Wow.  It’s as though Jesus is telling us, “Fish, you fishers of people, or cut bait.” 
 
Jesus’ disciples are worried about who is in and who is out; who is first and who is last; 
who is most important and who is least important.  They want to be in control somehow.  
They want to hang on to what they think matters most.  But they can’t do that and still be 
disciples. 
 
Is this making you think of our national discourse again?  It is me. 
 
A professor of theology once said: "Whenever you want to draw lines in order to mark 
who is outside the kingdom and who is inside, always remember: Jesus is on the other 
side of the line! Jesus is always with the outsiders!" (Jensen, Preaching Mark's Gospel, p. 149.) 
  
Jesus offers a surprise, a reversal, a challenge to let go.  A surprise—the disciples are not 
an exclusive club; Jesus’ ministry can be done by anyone, even someone who is not one 
of his followers.  A reversal—in fact, even one of Jesus’ followers can become a 
stumbling block for the others, if that follower is not living a life of discipleship.  We, the 
church, are challenged to let go of whatever and whoever would drag us away from 
Jesus’ path of love and mercy—even if this means letting go of a part of us.  
 
Care deeply for one another, the writer of James’ letter urges.  Confess your sins to one 
another, and pray for one another.  Bring back those who wander, and anoint those who 
are sick.  This is how to live as a community of Jesus’ disciples.  Welcome everyone in 
this community, and do not take advantage of any.  Share this love with everyone, and . . 
. let everything else go. 
 
There’s a thing called a monkey trap, which is supposedly used to capture some of our 
furry relatives.  It consists of a container of some kind, with a hole big enough for a 
monkey’s empty hand to pass through.  Inside the container is some form of monkey 
temptation—a nut or a piece of fruit.  The monkey reaches in for the treat, and grabs it, 
then finds her hand is stuck:  the hole is too small for a monkey fist to pass through.  
Usually, she is unwilling to let go of her prize, though, and so she is trapped.  She wants 
to stay in control of that good thing, and not to let it go. 
 
This works pretty well for human beings, too, I think.  We want to hang on to what we 
have, or what we think we know; to hang on to our illusions of control.  But those same 
illusions come to have control over us, and bind us in place—stuck like the monkey.   



On the other hand, there’s also something in us that knows how to delight in not holding 
on.  Think of a baby who is being tossed gently in the air, then caught, by a loving 
parent.  You know the game:  you hold your child under the arms, and, looking them in 
the eye, toss them up over your head, then catch them.  –Such delight for the child:  the 
safety of being held, and knowing you will be caught; the feeling of flying, of being in 
the dominant position for a change, and yet, being out of control; the joy of deep 
connection with the parent (paradoxically, deep connection, even in the letting-go), and 
laughing together.  Children know how to really hang on!  But in this game, they let go, 
and they are rewarded with deep delight. 
 
What if, instead of hanging on, we realize that we are hung onto, by the One who loves 
us?  When the floor drops out from under us, what if the loving hands of the Christ catch 
us, and his laughter joins with ours?  What if our calling is to join Christ in that 
movement, everywhere in the world—releasing all beings into freedom, and embracing 
them into a place of healing?  Let us go from this place as disciples: let us tell and show 
others how full of love such a life can be. 
	


