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Texts: Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29; Psalm 19:7-14; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50 
I offer these words in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.  

There are two themes in today’s gospel: stumbling and being exclusive. 

We just heard the intriguing story of Jesus’ disciples trying to stop a man who had 
been casting out demons in Jesus’ name.  

The disciples are especially upset because the offender was not one of them.  
And evidently, if he was not a part of inner circle, then he is not a legitimate 

sales representative for the Christian faith. 

As soon as Jesus heard about it, he turned the tables on his closest followers and 
rebuked their blind, unbending exclusiveness.  

He told them not to stop the man, because whatever good is done in Jesus’ 
name would put him in a situation of not speaking evil of the Lord. And tellingly, 
Jesus concluded, “Whoever is not against us is for us.” 

In this unilateral smack down, Jesus makes it clear that he and his disciples were 
not a little clique, working in a corner of life, fenced off from others.  

His world view, his God’s-eye view, is all about the new paradigm that 
God’s actions are not limited to the forms with which his disciples were familiar. 

Do you remember what I said last week about Jesus coming along and opposing 
the status quo?  Please, anyone remember that? 

So here’s the lesson for us in this.  
How often do we think that we have the copyright on what we believe?  

Even unconsciously? 

How often do we believe that the only path to being a Christian is the one we’ve 
already perfected?   

All this stuff that we do on Sunday morning that makes us feel good and 
comfortable.  Feel free to nod your head if are in agreement with that. 
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What Jesus taught his disciples is equally a lesson for us. Christians cannot fence 
themselves off from others who have different ways of following Jesus and of 
finding God.  
Jesus says, “The one who is not against us is for us.”   

OK, this is a hard lesson to swallow.  
How often do we get stuck in speaking in exclusive language—how often do we 
set up a we-them situation?  

Jesus is saying that as soon as we do that, then we are limiting the experience of 
God in the world. We don’t have the exclusive rights to that. 

The second theme in the gospel reading is related.  It’s all about stumbling. 
May I assume that everyone in this room has physically stumbled at least 

once in your life? 
Yup. Stumbling is universal.  And it is universally disquieting.  It’s never 

planned. It always surprises us. 

I had a co-worker once who, whenever someone stumbled, would quickly say, 
“Was that trip necessary?”   No, it never is. 

That said, we are very skilled at stumbling blocks!  
 Now, that might seem odd, because probably none of us want to be a 
stumbling block.” 

What do you want to be when you grow up Billy?  Oh, I want to be a 
stumbling block!” 

By definition, stumbling blocks are supposed to be accidental.  We never know 
when we’re going to stumble…usually. 
 And we hope that we can recover. 

Sometimes we catch ourselves and sometimes we don’t; and sometimes we can 
take quite a fall. 
 If you are over the age of 50, you are more and more aware of the possibility 
of falling and when you are even older, it is one of your greatest fears. Am I right? 

When we’re younger, we can usually recover from a stumble; when we are older, 
maybe not. 
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I’m bringing this up not only because “stumbling” is in the gospel, but it seems to 
me that in our society, or at least those among us with the megaphones, are 
deliberately putting stumbling blocks out there for many of us to trip over. 
  
Right now, we are well on our way to an election when someone is going to 
stumble very badly and someone else will recover nicely and win or keep a public 
office.  It’s not about the issues; it’s all about winning. Because winner takes all. 

Jesus is headed to a major stumbling block called crucifixion.  
He knows whereof he speaks. 

Jesus doesn’t tell us where and how and why we stumble.  He simply tells us that 
we will. And, that we have the potential to cause others to, as well. 

Television is full of programs dedicated to watching someone stumble. 
Why is it that making someone else stumble is so appealing? 

 Why must someone always be the fall guy, a scapegoat? 
 Why are we afraid to let that other guy (who is probably different from us) 
succeed?  
 Why is it that we don’t like to see some others advance because then they 
might get farther along than we are? 

And, why is it that we are so good at letting ourselves stumble—whether it’s in our 
silence, or convincing ourselves that, for whatever reason, we just can’t do it? 
 Maybe we find security in a false sense of humility. 
 Maybe we sabotage ourselves with feelings of unworthiness. 

Why, we dream up stumbling blocks so that we won’t be challenged.  
 We convince ourselves that our faith just doesn’t cut it, we’re mediocre 
disciples.  

Don’t expect much from me; I’ll stay within the confines of the Ten 
Commandments, you know, a “nice” person, but don’t expect me to be any kind of 
proactive Christian! 

Friends, Jesus knows all this and I think, throughout his entire ministry, he’s 
saying, “You don’t have to go there. Instead, how about doing some 
following?!” 

You see with Jesus, there isn’t competition.  So that part of seeing who’s better, 
who’s getting to heaven, who’s not, who’s a real Christian and who’s not… 
 It’s not about who’s the best disciple.  It’s only about the following. 

#### 
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My family loves to travel and Scotland is our favorite destination and in that 
country, there was a LOT of hiking necessary. At just about every turn, there was a 
pathway, a trail to take—almost always over a rocky surface. 
 I’m no dummy. I like to follow sometimes instead of leading. 
 Following Jesus is the best idea too. 
 When you have your eye on the person in front of you, you get a very good 
idea of the best path, where the footing is sure, the shortest, safest distance from 
here to there.  Did I mention that I’m no dummy?! 

You’re focused on the pathway. Your eyes aren’t on you, but the ground ahead.  
And before you know it, you’ve covered miles; and you haven’t been alone. 

We need, as a society, to stop fixating on creating stumbling blocks for all sorts of 
people—often the ones not like us—and begin to focus on how we can follow 
Christ and how we can be leaders for others who simply need to find a better path. 

And when we try to take charge and go back into the stumbling block creation 
business, Jesus will again and again call us out.   

HE will say, “Was that trip necessary?” 

Let us pray. 
Loving God, who doesn’t see “us and them” but only family. Help us ponder what 
the stumbling blocks are even here in your church. Help us to look up from our 
rituals and out into the community for ways to include not just those like us, but 
everyone who needs a first helping of the Good News. Help us to see the world 
through your eyes. Help us become followers in the physical sense and ministers of 
your love.  
We ask this in the name of Jesus, our trailblazer. Amen. 
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