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Sermon for the Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 20) – Year B 
preached at Trinity Episcopal Church, Seneca Falls, NY, September 23, 2018 by the Rev’d J. Brad Benson 

 

Texts: Proverbs 31:10-31; Psalm 1; James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a; Mark 9:30-37 

 
I offer these words in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

By a show of hands, how many of the women in the room would like to hear me 

preach on the reading from Proverbs?   

 

As tempted as I am to extol the merits of womanhood—which would be very easy-

-I am instead drawn to the gospel for my sermon today.  

 

The bishop that ordained me reminded me that all priests are to: comfort the 

afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  This morning’s sermon has some affliction in 

it. 

 

Typical, isn’t it?  That we remain silent when we don’t understand something. 

 That in moments when it’s clear we have no idea what has been said, or 

what is going on, we are unwilling to ask for clarification or further explanation. 

 

It’s so true that when we don’t comprehend something, we tend to figure out all 

kinds of ways to ignore our... discomfort. 

 We avoid asking questions because we don’t want to appear stupid. 

 We don’t want to expose our lack of knowledge, and so we say  

nothing at all. 

 We might disagree, but we dread disappointment and stay mute. 

 

It’s a vulnerable place, not knowing. 

 If we don’t get it, this must have something to do with our failure and 

incompetence. 

 

But what the disciples hear in this week’s Gospel reading is not your usual 

summary of information. 

 This is the second time that Jesus has told them about his being betrayed, 

killed and rising again. 

 And this second hearing isn’t any easier than the first time. 

 

Maybe the disciples don’t ask questions because they are afraid that it could be 

true.  
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 But now, he’s saying it again. And they remember what happened to Peter 

when he tried to deny the truth!  Jesus called him “satan”.   

The disciples are…afraid. 

 

The thing is, when you start asking questions, you may get answers that you don’t 

want to hear or are not ready to hear. 

 When you start asking questions, after all, you are engaging in dialogue—

and dialogue is a rather unpredictable thing. 

 It’s easier to stay silent, because monologue is a much safer place to be. 

 

Monologue seems to be the communication mode of choice these days  

when it comes to faith. 

 Rather than an act of conversation, faith has become an act of coercion. 

 

The way people talk about faith today is less about the mysteries of faith  

and more about the mastery of convictions and immutable faith. 

 And it also seems as though for many of our Christian sisters and brothers, 

faith is not only totally definable, but something with which to punish, despise and 

harm others. 

 One has only to look at some very recent news to see this in action. 

 

 

Mark’s gospel is the action-oriented gospel.  It is not one to languish in doctrine. 

 In Mark, you hear the words “and then, and then” far more than anywhere 

else in the Bible. 

 

In Mark, the creature comforts we want from our faith structures  

don’t really work when it comes to God. 

This gospel just won’t play along when we want to control God by means of ritual, 

or church polity, or denominational loyalty. 

 You could say: God has ripped that temple curtain in two! 

 It’s not going to be business as usual from now on. 

If you learn nothing else from listening to scripture year after year, it should 

be that God in Christ is bent on upsetting all status quo. 

 

 So if you are comfy cozy with your faith, then it’s possible your faith has 

nothing to do with Jesus any longer. 
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(pause) 

Jesus’ story is on fast-forward in today’s gospel reading.   

Circumstances are moving fast. 

 

The disciples should be asking questions at this point.   

This is a time for conversation, and hearing the truth. 

 

But again, if you ask questions, you open yourself up to hearing things that might 

change things. 

 Truth is always harder to see or hear. 

 We often shut down.  We can’t hear the truth. 

 

I’ve already mentioned that as I get older, my theology gets simpler. 

 

I think this is because Jesus and what he wants from me…is actually not 

complicated. 

 He wants me to trust him…completely…with my life. 

 

Do I trust him 100% or do I reserve some of it all for me to control? 

 And if I control a percentage, how do I answer him when he asks…why? 

 

Whenever you begin to ask questions, you start moving closer to the truth. 

 Pretty sure we will never actually arrive at the truth. 

  

This is one thing about being an Episcopalian for which I am so proud! 

 We are, as Anglicans, far more comfortable with ambiguity, than most 

faiths.  We really do relish the questions and we’re not too concerned about 

absolute truth.  Because there isn’t any such thing. 

 

And yet, we are proficient in avoiding the questioning. 

 And we seldom ask God to lead us.  It’s safer not doing that. 

 

Starting conversations takes courage and energy. 

 You just don’t know where the conversation may end up. 

 You might not be able to control the outcome. 

 It might reveal what you stand for—who you are,  your very truth. 
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If you expose what you stand for, then things might change. 

 Relationships might change.  You might have to act on your beliefs. 

 

Once you start asking questions, there’s no going back(!); which, of course, is why 

it’s easier to stay silent. 

 

The coming election and the avalanche of possible questions perhaps  

is helping us all see that silence is no longer an option. 

 

 

So!  No wonder the disciples are afraid to ask Jesus questions. 

 Ultimately, questions might lead to self-examination.  

What sort of follower am I?  

Just how am I getting along with God  

and how am I getting along with others? 

 Have I given up on adopting the passion of Christ’s mission in my life? 

 Has my silence convicted me? 

 

Seems the courage to ask questions, to hold all things up to the standard of the 

gospel is a mark of discipleship. 

 Even the disciples had trouble with this. 

   

How do we stack up? 

 

Amen. 


