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September 26, 2021              Mark 9:38-50 

“Exercising Empathetic Imagination” 

In our reading this morning Jesus is coming down hard on the disciples. 

Right before it in Mark’s Gospel Jesus has caught the disciples arguing among 

themselves about who’s the greatest. 

That led to his teaching them that “whoever wants to be first must be last of all 

and servant of all.” 

Now John is inviting their Teacher to praise the disciples for trying to stop a 

person beyond their inner circle from healing someone in Jesus’ name “because he 

was not following us.” 

That “us” pronoun is important. 

John didn’t say they tried to stop the healer because he wasn’t following “you,” 

Jesus. 

He said they tried to stop the healer because he wasn’t following “us.” 

The healer wasn’t one of “us” who’ve been following and learning from and 

being sent to teach and heal by Jesus the past three years. 

He’s not Christian enough because he hasn’t learned from “us” our theological 

interpretations about abortion; about women serving as pastors; about LGBTQ+ 

identities, relationships, and ministry gifts; about human and civil rights; about the roles 

of church and state; and so forth. 

So, we tried to stop him from healing someone “in your name because he was 

not following us.” 

Pat us on the shoulder and tell us “Good job!” Jesus. 

But instead of praising the disciples, he told them not to stop him, saying “no one 

who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.” 
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And Jesus continued, “Whoever is not against us is for us.” 

Accept the gifts of anyone serving the vulnerable and doing healing ministry in 

Jesus’ name. 

For Jesus there’s an increasing urgency in teaching his disciples. 

Along with having just taught them about the last being first and about being 

servants of all, Jesus has also just told the disciples for the second time that he’s on his 

way to his crucifixion and resurrection in Jerusalem. 

But the disciples are not only terrified by the thought of Jesus being killed and 

wondering what that will mean for them. 

They also continue to not understand the part about his being raised in three 

days, let alone how important and challenging keeping his ministry alive after those 

things is going to be for them. 

Now Jesus is telling them to accept help from whoever offers it to them, from 

doing deeds of power to something as insignificant as receiving a cup of water to drink 

while they’re serving in his name. 

Jesus then followed this reprimand for rejecting the ministry gifts of another 

follower with one of his harshest teaching lectures. 

The hyperbole about chopping off body parts points to a truth that he wants 

disciples then and now to take seriously: 

That there’s judgment when any of our own inflexible beliefs and visions about 

what constitutes authentic Christian expressions become the cause of someone 

struggling with their faith. 

That there’s judgment when the rigidity of our faith becomes the cause of 

someone stumbling in their discipleship. 
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That there’s judgment when the imposition of our beliefs become the cause of 

someone questioning their value to their Creator and to their place in God’s Holy 

Realm. 

In one of her reflections upon this Scripture, Luther Seminary Professor Karoline 

Lewis writes that the hyperbole is “not just about standing in another’s way of faith but 

denying their individual expression of faith.” 

Dr. Lewis continues, “It’s not just that we have somehow prevented someone 

from having faith, but have prevented a life of faith that they, and only they, can 

embody.” 

Don’t do that to another follower, Jesus teaches his disciples then and 

now. 

In another of her reflections upon this Scripture, Dr. Lewis also states that we 

can not only be stumbling blocks to others’ having and expressing their faith, but also to 

our own. 

She notes that some of us, “come up with all sorts of impediments as to why we 

are inadequate in our faith, why we are rather mediocre disciples, why we should be 

deemed believers who do not have it all together.”  

Dr. Lewis says we may have thoughts like, “You don’t have enough faith, and 

even if you do, you don’t go to church often enough.  

“You don’t read your Bible on a regular basis.   

“Your obedience to the Ten Commandments leaves much to be desired.  

“And you don’t pray enough.   

“Not enough good works, not enough time and money given to the church.” 

Jesus tells us to “stop it,” Dr. Lewis writes, that “this isn’t a competition…. 

“It’s about following.” 
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It’s about employing the ministry gifts we’ve been given serving in Jesus’ name. 

It’s also important to note that Jesus DOES recognize that there are people in 

the world who really ARE against us. 

Evil is a real presence in this world, and it gets expressed in many ways, 

including by people claiming to do so in the name of their faith, be it Christian or 

something else. 

However, this story likely recognizes the divisions in belief and practice already 

present in Jesus and his disciples’ Jewish faith, along foreshadowing the eventual 

branching off of Christianity into a separate religion from Judaism. 

By the time the author of Mark’s Gospel was including this story from Jesus’ 

ministry, scholars think there were similar internal conflicts over belief and practice 

dividing his Christian community. 

Although we don’t know what the dividing lines were, scholars think they were 

significant and may have included things like the gnostic versus orthodox beliefs about 

Jesus, those willing to be martyred for their faith versus those who weren’t but still 

wanted to be welcome, and so forth. 

Regardless, the divisions in belief and practice over two thousand years ago 

certainly foreshadowed ruptures in the Christian communion by reformation and schism 

into the many churches and denominations that has continued down through the ages 

into this 21st century. 

Unfortunately, polarization in and among churches and other religions is also a 

reality in our wider society and relationships. 

Indeed, elements of the church have actively embraced and even cultivated 

some of the recent political polarization dividing families, co-workers, and neighbors in 

our country today. 
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Each side might even express that they’re trying to stop the other because 

“they’re not following us,” singing a corrupted version of Marty Haugen’s hymn:   

“All are welcome, all are welcome, all are welcome…unless you disagree with 

us.” 

With the Rev. Dr. David Lose in his “In the meantime…” blog about this Scripture 

I want to be clear that from its founding I believe Christianity has never been divorced 

from politics, but rather “that God is at work in our political and governmental structures 

to care for God’s people.” 

Dr. Lose invites us to consider therefore whether we can “imagine that given the 

enormity of the challenges in front of us, there may be good ideas coming from persons 

who hold different perspectives and commitments than we do? 

“Can we accept a cup of cold water from someone who does not follow us?” he 

asks. 

Dr. Lose’s reflection seems particularly timely as we hear about not only the 

partisan but also the inner party divides over the infrastructure and budget 

reconciliation bills along with raising the debt ceiling currently before Congress. 

Dr. Lose states that he’s “not advocating surrendering one’s convictions, but 

rather encouraging us to exercise what [he] might call ‘empathetic imagination’ to try to 

know, understand, and even respect those with whom we disagree.” 

In explaining what he means by that he suggests the church be among those 

organizations that create space where opposing sides, parties, groups could 

experience what he calls:  “heartfelt engagement that doesn’t devolve into partisan 

name-calling,” but instead engagement in “respectful while also spirited disagreement 

that refuses to give up on the inherent worth and dignity of those in the opposing” 

entity. 
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Dr. Lose asks, “Can the church be that kind of place?   

“Can our congregations?” 

And Dr. Lose offers this food for further thought for rewriting the scene described 

in Mark’s Gospel for Jesus’ 21st century disciples: 

“We saw some people, Lord, who were casting out [mental health] demons, 

working for justice, advocating for those who have lost their jobs and feel left behind, 

caring for veterans, protesting injustice, and more, all in your name. 

“They do not follow us. 

“In fact, we really disagree with them.   

“But we did not try to stop them, and they gave us a cup of cold water. 

“And that was cool.” 

 

To God be the glory! 

Amen. 


