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Mark 9: 38-50 
38John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your 
name, and we tried to stop him because he was not following us.” 39But Jesus 
said, “Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name will 
be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. 40Whoever is not against us is for 
us. 41For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because 
you bear the name of Christ, will by no means lose the reward.” 
 
42“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of the 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. 43If your hand causes you to stumble, 
cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and 
go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. 45And if your foot causes you to stumble, 
cut it off; it is better to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown 
into hell. 47And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for 
you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be 
thrown into hell, 48where their worm never dies, and the fire is never 
quenched. 
 
49“For everyone will be salted with fire. 50Salt is good; but if salt has lost its 
saltiness, how can you season it? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace 
with one another.” 
       

  A strong community has the power to improve the lives of those within 

it. A community is a place where identity is created and bestowed, where 

people have a sense of belonging because they are known and recognized.  

Communities provide protection and support. A community can shape the 

values of those inside it and provide a sense of cultural norms.   

 So, I was thinking about the communities to which I belong. There are 

many. I’m a Wisconsinite; a Northerner in Wisconsin. I’m a Spartan of 

Superior Senior High School … and a Cardinal of North Central College … 

and a graduate of Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary. I’m a woman, a 



 

Christian, a United Methodist. In terms of church age and clergy age, I’m 

considered young and so putting all those things together; I belong to the 

community known as Young Clergy Women International. I’m a part of the 

middle class. I belong to the large societal community of homeowners, and 

yet, I also belong to the community of the American Classic Condo 

Association. I have membership in special Facebook Groups that are ONLY 

open to people in particular communities, like Non-Profit Executive 

Directors, or people who have taken a cruise to Alaska on Princess cruise 

line. Steve and I are members of the Wisconsin Historical Society and 

frequently visit their sites and attend their events. Perhaps one of the most 

UNIQUE of all, I belong to the community of people who attend the 

Renaissance Faire … in costume. And because I belong to that community 

I’m likely to know who won the last joust, when the Queen and her court will 

be on parade, and how to appropriately use the word, “HUZZAH!”   

 We find a sense of belonging and identity through community. Our 

communities help to create WHO we are and HOW we live. But there are also 

pitfalls and risks in strong community. The expectations created for members 

of a community can be burdensome. The demands of a social order can make 

it easier to “go with the flow” than to stand up to negative influences, beliefs 

or actions. Community, by defining membership, can restrict the freedom of 

others and make it difficult to relate those on the outside. Communities often 

have traditions associated with them, making new patterns of operation 

difficult to create. And, strong community has the potential to increase the 

level of judgement we have toward others.   

 For instance, being a part of the community of Renaissance Faire Goers, 

my friends and I often talk about how we love the values of hospitality and 

acceptance that we see being lived out in that space. We love that it is a place 

that is body-positive, that it doesn’t matter what shape or size you are, you 



 

can and should feel comfortable and confident. My friend group is 

particularly blessed because we have a professional costume builder in our 

midst who creates beautiful and fun costumes for us to enjoy at the Faire. 

There is a very strong sense of community and identity that comes with 

spending time at the Faire. All that being said; the danger of strong 

community identity is also a risk at times. While we welcome and celebrate 

men and women of all shapes and sizes wearing all kinds of costumes or 

interesting clothing choices, it is still highly likely that we will raise an 

eyebrow at the full-grown adult who shows up wearing a Pokemon, Pikachu 

costume. We might even be thinking, “Dude, you don’t really belong here!”   

 The danger of community is that while it helps to define WHO WE 

ARE, it also runs the risk of hardening our hearts against those whom WE 

DON’T understand.  “Teacher,” John said, “We saw someone casting out 

demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following 

us.” I think John was expecting to receive praise from Jesus for his efforts to 

keep the “true” community safe from imposters. As we’ve been hearing over 

the past few weeks, the disciples are really struggling to understand the 

teachings of Jesus and what they mean for the world around them. They 

argue about who is the greatest, and now, instead of seeking to be servants, 

the disciples put their concern about the authority of the demon-remover over 

the needs of the people that were being helped by the person doing the 

demon-removing. People were seeing life-changing things happen – and the 

disciples want to put a hold on the miracles, because the one performing 

them hadn’t been a part of their traveling group.   

 As I read this passage, I couldn’t help but think that it could have been 

written today. The parallels are pretty amazing. There seems to be so much 

conflict and fighting taking place – not just in our politics, not just in our 

neighborhoods and our Facebook friend groups, but also within the Christian 



 

church, and even in the United Methodist Church; so many groups believing 

that their way is the ONLY way to live, to understand God, to run the 

country, to save the world, or to “get to heaven.” We humans continue to live 

out this tendency we see in the disciples – to want to define very narrowly 

and hold vry closely to the power of determining who is in and who is out.   

 “But Jesus said, ‘Do not stop him; for no 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.’” This tightly drawn circle of community that the 

disciples want to keep – it ISN’T what the kingdom of God looks like. It’s not 

what Jesus was teaching. And it’s not who we are as Christians and as 

United Methodists. The fact of the matter is I wouldn’t be United Methodist 

if it weren’t for our inclusive understanding that we are only one part of the 

universal Christian church that makes up the whole body of Christ. If there 

wasn’t room for people with many different ideas and understandings of God, 

I wouldn’t be able to be here. The God I know and love and follow is FAR 

BIGGER than any one thing we might believe.   

 And yet, I have to confess, that I feel we, in the United Methodist 

Church, have become a little too much like the disciples. We have sinned by 

excluding people. Perhaps we don’t come out and directly say that others 

aren’t welcome here, although, some groups within our denomination 

certainly are that bold. But within the larger church and the local church, we 

have a strong identity that defines our community of faith, and sometimes it 

feels that it could fall victim to the negative aspects of community. Too often, 

we speak of our differences instead of our similarities. Too often we split 

ourselves into groups – the young or the old, liberal or conservative, those 

who attend traditional services or those who attend more contemporary 

services, men or women, members or nonmembers, the church or the school, 

this group or that group, us or them.   



 

 Author Carmine DeSena, in his book, “The Air Down Here” writes, 

“There’s a lesson my grandmother use to recite: ‘the world is like a hand and 

all the people its fingers.  If you hate and destroy one group of people, you 

lose a finger, and the grasp of the world is less.’” And I wonder how much 

support we’re really able to provide, how much welcome we can really offer to 

the people around us, if we continue to lose our grasp of the world.   

 Jesus has a lot to say about how important it is not to be a stumbling 

block to others. It would be better to have a great stone hung from your neck, 

or to lose a hand, or foot or eye. The message he leaves his disciples with is 

this, “Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.”   

 I have to admit, I didn’t get the whole salt thing at first. Yes, we are to 

be distinctive, to make a positive impact on the world as I talked about in my 

children’s time … but is that ALL Jesus means when he talks about salt; to 

have a distinctiveness within you and be at peace with others? I mean, it 

certainly speaks to the importance of COMMUNITY and not falling prey to 

the risks of leaving others on the outside … but, is that really all?   

 Today, we use salt in daily living in ways that are often a bit removed 

from the first century. To season and taste food, mostly. But in the first 

century, the more important use of salt was to PRESERVE food. We are to 

have the ingredients for preservation within us. But, to preserve what?!   

 The disciples want to draw a line around their group of people … 

definitely a type of preservation … but one based in fear and power. They 

want to define the boundaries of their community. Who makes it in and who 

doesn’t belong; who has power to do great things and who shouldn’t be 

believed. And to that desire to preserve their own power and control, Jesus 

responds by telling them that they need to stop keeping people on the outside 

and that they are, instead, to preserve peace, and healthy community. “Have 

salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”   



 

 It is a radical teaching for the disciples and for us. We want the clarity 

of boundaries around our community, and to that Jesus says, “Whoever is not 

against us, is for us.” We want control over who does what, and to that Jesus 

says, “Whoever gives you a cup of water to drink will by no means lose the 

reward.” We want to maintain the lines that divide us and Jesus clearly says 

we can’t do so and still create and inherit the Kingdom of God.   

 Have salt in yourselves … have the ingredients for preservation within 

you … and be at peace with one another … with ALL people of faith, with 

ALL ages and genders of people, with people of ALL theological and political 

backgrounds, with those who enjoy organ and choral music and those who 

prefer drums and praise teams, with this group and that group … and, 

perhaps, even with the person in the Pokemon Pikachu costume at 

Renaissance Faire … but that might be pushing it!  

 “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”  Amen.   


