19*" Sunday After Pentecost
September 29, 2024
St. Charles Ave Presbyterian Church
Rev. Sarah Chancellor-Watson
Mark 9:38-50
“Stumble, Trip”

Several years ago preschool teacher Kathleen Jones installed what she named the “Tattle Phone”
in her classroom in order to curb the near constant stream of tattle tales from her little students. The
Tattle Phone gave the children an outlet for their grievances and petty offences and the teachers could
then spend more time focusing on instruction and overall classroom management. In 2019 the NPR show
“This American Life,” sent Kathleen a new Tattle Phone, one that was red and shiny and could record the
daily injustices of the play yard. The recorded tattles were all the usual things you might expect from

” «

small children - “Eli hit me,” “Ramone wasn't listening to the teacher,” “My friend Simone said no at me,”
“Jack was in my face and it made me really upset,” “Seamus wasn't sharing with me, and I don’t like that.”
After hearing these recordings, the show’s senior editor, David Kestenbaum asks, “How much of their day
is about, like, justice?” to which Ms. Jones replies, “Oh! I couldn't put a percentage on it. But I could say
the majority of the day,” as she laughs. She goes on to say, “It is everything-- and rules. They live by rules.”
David Kestenbaum remarks, “It's funny. Like, they can't make breakfast for themselves, they can't get
dressed, they can barely talk, and they're just full of "that's not fair."!

Now when it comes down to it, aren’t we all full of “that’s not fair”? In many ways do we ever
really grow out of this deep sense of rules and justice? These stories of the disciples here in the 9™ chapter
of Mark certainly make me think that we hang on to these childlike attributes. If last week’s lesson about
the disciples arguing with one another about who is the greatest is the playground equivalent of “who
gets to be line leader,” then this week’s lesson feels a lot like the disciples are tattling, as they come to

Jesus with a story of a man, who is not part of their group, casting out demons in Jesus’ name. Jesus

seems quite unbothered by this piece news, almost saying “So??” as he replies “Do not stop him, for no
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one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not
against us is for us.” And to say whoever is not against is for us, is a very different mentality and way of
being than “whoever is not for us is against us.” Once again Jesus is using this as a teaching moment to
illustrate the boundless nature of the Kingdom of God, and to emphasize that doing what is right is far
more important than being in the right group.

We don’t hear the disciples’ response to this, but I can imagine that they were still not quite
getting it as Jesus goes on to further explain what he means. He does this as he is still holding on to the
child that he scooped up in to his arms the preceding verses in his lessons on greatness and the
importance of welcoming and caring for the most vulnerable among them. Then, in a string of hyperbolic
images that are scary enough to even rival Louellen Berger’s skeletons across the street, Jesus
reemphasizes this lesson of welcome and inclusion and in doing so demonstrates just how different God’s
kingdom really is. These lessons on who is included and who are the greatest in God’s kingdom are so
central to Jesus’ message and to the life he is calling his disciples to lead, that to reject this and to teach
others to do the same and to live otherwise is to live in hell.

Now it’'s important here that we unpack a little what Jesus means here by hell. Hell is one of
those religious concepts that is so full of baggage that I wouldn’t be surprised if half of you all have
already started to tune me out and are now making your mental list of what you need from the store. Hell
is certainly a source of very real religious trauma, so let me put you at ease and say this isn’t that kind of
sermon. First of all the word here that is translated as “hell” is Gehenna. It’s one that is used often by
Jesus in the New Testament, and while there are certainly connotations of it being a place of punishment
and darkness in Jewish theology, it was also a literal place in the ancient world. It was a trash dump just
outside of Jerusalem where there were fires burning continuously. So to imagine that Jesus is talking
about a supernatural place of torment with seven circles and demons and devils ready with torture
devices, is not very faithful to the text and is something that we've imposed upon the text over the
centuries. This very real earthly place represented all that was isolated and forgotten. Daniel Migliore,

author of the theological text, Faith Seeking Understanding, describes hell like this - “Hell is simply to be



oneself apart from God’s grace and in isolation from others. Hell is that self-chosen condition in which, in
opposition to God’s agapic love and the call to a life of mutual friendship and service, individuals
barricade themselves from others. It is the hellish weariness and boredom of a life focused entirely on
itself. Hell is not an arbitrary divine punishment at the end of history. It is not the final retaliation of a
vindictive deity. Hell is self-destructive resistance to the eternal love of God. It symbolizes the truth that
the meaning and intention of life can be missed. Repentance is urgent. Our choices and actions are
important. God ever seeks to lead us out of our hell of self-glorification and lovelessness, but neither in
time nor in eternity is God’s love coercive.” 2

Jesus is so dead serious about this kind of hell and so passionate about the life he has come to
offer and usher in in the Kingdom of God, that he uses such extreme language to wake us up to the
stumbling blocks and sins that we cling to and are keeping us from experiencing the fullness of the life
and the promises of God. And so we must cut out the prejudices and beliefs that cling to us like our own
appendages about our value and self-worth and that keep us from believing we are wholly and
completely beloved by God. We must cut out the beliefs from our culture that we’ve bought in to - that
the winner takes it all and competition is more beneficial than cooperation, and the value and worth of
others is tied up in what they can do for us. All this must be cut off, torn out, and thrown into the fire.

Now after telling his disciples to go to extreme measures to avoid the fires of hell, Jesus says that
all will be salted with fire. Both fire and salt are purifiers. God will help us in this process of purification,
ever seeking us out and calling us into deeper relationship and discipleship. Furthermore, to be salt is to
be distinct, uniquely characterized by love and grace, and undiluted by the whims of culture and our
baser instincts. Salt is also a preservative. The community is preserved by being at peace, actively
working for peace, creating bonds and alliances, unified in our shared purpose.

Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes

me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” So let us welcome this life of salt and fire, this life of the
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upside down kingdom like a child, stumbling and tripping our way towards grace, with wonder and

curiosity, with joy and a sense of justice, and most of all with trust in our Savior and Lord.



