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Mark 9:38-50

I once sat down with an 88 year old woman who wanted to know if she had to forgive her 85 year old sister, even if her sister refused to apologize for some wrong committed some sixty years earlier. We like to hold on to grudges, even if the weight of them crushes our souls. We like to hold on. Yet the letter of James declares, “Anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven,” and calls us through confession and prayer to let go.
I have had people ask me if their Buddhist, or Hindu, or Muslim, or Jewish friends are going to hell. After all, they don’t follow Jesus. Heavens, there are even Christian groups who will tell Christians like us that we are going to hell because we are not their type of Christian. Episcopalians, of course, are tolerant – though perhaps more honestly condescending – toward those who have difficulty with 17th Century hymnology. We all like to hold on to a sense of membership, a sense of entitlement, a sense of empowerment, even though it means shutting ourselves off from the rest of the world. We like to hold on. Yet Jesus says, “Whoever is not against us is for us,” and calls us to recognize and rejoice in the presence of God’s kingdom wherever needs are met, mercy is served, and good news is proclaimed to the poor.
The Anglican Communion around the world, the Episcopal Church, and our own diocese have been torn apart in recent years over issues of doctrinal purity. We choose up sides and call each other names. I have known of colleagues in the priesthood who have expelled from their congregations people who disagreed with them. Progressive congregations such as ours find it almost inconceivable that we may make it just as uncomfortable for those who disagree with us to stay as members of our fellowship. I have to admit that it truly is hard for me even to consider that that may be true. We like to hold on to the image we have of ourselves, even though that image may blind us to the presence of our neighbors. Yet James, though using the language of sin and truth, is also calling us to actively reach out to those who may differ with us. We are reminded that reconciliation is the mission of the church, a mission we cannot fulfill if our main concern is to grasp our truths tightly, instead of humbly endeavoring to touch some part of God’s truth.
Which brings us to the rest of our Gospel passage this morning. Harsh and terrible words about cutting off and plucking out, words of fire and judgment. Every now and then we hear about a person who cuts off his hand or removes an eye because he believes that that is what Jesus is calling him to do. Such a poor soul is obviously severely mentally disturbed. What else, indeed, can we make of these words but the counsels of madness? Because we like to hold on. We need to hold on to ourselves, our lives, our way of doing things. Sure, we would like to know the grace of being agents of God’s reconciliation. We would like to live surrounded by allies and not competitors. We would like to see our brokenness forgiven, our divisions healed. But we can’t, because we hold on to our world and things like that don’t happen in our world. So Jesus calls us to simply let go.
Jesus, during his life, taught that God’s Kingdom, God’s own image of life for all humanity was closer than anyone ever thought. Even though it is not fully present yet, he showed that it is possible to live by the standards of that Kingdom today, thus providing a way to navigate through this world with our dignity and integrity intact, our sense of fairness respected, and our desire for love fulfilled. And he said that the way to do that is to take up our cross and follow him. He used the image of the cross because, in that day, it was the chief means of public execution used by the dominant political power in the world – the Roman Empire – to enforce obedience and conformity.  Taking up the cross means letting go of that world, and at the time, that was a very dangerous thing to do. It still is today, too. Our world no longer uses anything as crude as a cross. Instead it teaches consumerism and brand loyalty. It offers creature comforts and positions of power and prestige. We want to hold on to this world because we see, lying on the sidewalks of center city those who have tried to let go of this world, and who have been chewed up and spit out by this world. So nothing as crude as the cross, but nothing any kinder, either.
So what is the good news today? What is this gospel that Jesus brings us? Simply that God is much kinder than we ever imagined. That’s all. That God is boundlessly forgiving and endlessly loving and of illimitable power.  We know about power. That’s been our chief difficulty. But remember what we prayed in our collect this morning, “O God, you declare your almighty power chiefly in showing mercy and pity.” The almighty power of mercy and pity. The almighty power of love and forgiveness. The almighty power of life that overcomes all that deals and ends in death. This is not just some pious platitude. This is a real possibility for us and for everyone. This is what enables us to do all the fine things we truly want to do and to be the people we truly want to be. We can go to the abandoned souls on the street and show them that they are not alone. We can go to the young family who is trying to juggle careers and the needs of their children, and a hefty mortgage and show them that they have a circle of support they can draw on. We can go to the college graduate looking for a job and a place to live and a way to pay off her loans and a group of friends and bring her to a home awaiting her arrival. We can go to the widower all alone and bring him to a place where his wisdom and experience are valued and celebrated. We can do all these things, but not with any power we have ever known. It is God’s own power that we are offered. And all we have to do is let go. That’s what Jesus is asking us to do. Stop holding on, so that we might be held by God’s Spirit in God’s world.
