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“A Miraculous Community” 
Salado UMC—Preaching Text: Mark 9:38-50 

18th Sunday after Pentecost: 26 September 2021 
“Collecting data is only the first step toward wisdom,  
but sharing data is the first step toward community” 

   (Henry Louis Gates Jr.). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Hear the day’s lesson: 

 

38 John 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.” 39 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. 40 Whoever is 

not against us is for us. 41 For 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 these 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. 43 If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than 

to have two hands and to go to hell,[c] to the unquenchable fire. 45 And if your foot causes you to 

stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown 

into hell. 47 And 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 to be thrown into hell, 48 where their 

worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched. 49 “For everyone will be salted with fire. 50 Salt 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” (Mark 9:38-50). 

 

 Just like in the church’s early days, we moderns mostly don’t grasp what church business is. 

We confuse the church’s ministry with “should and ought.” Truth says we attribute the church’s 

ministries to God’s power in the church of Jesus Christ. One such confused critic of the church 

was, for example, H. L. Mencken (1880—1956) the noted, if crabby, American journalist who once 

quipped “A church is a place in which gentlemen who have never been to heaven brag about it 

to persons who will never get there.” This utter misunderstanding of the mission of the church 

ranks right up there with the quote of Othal Brand, a member of a Texas pesticide review board 
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who said about the pesticide chlordane: “Sure, it’s going to kill a lot of people, but they may be 

dying of something else anyway.”   

 Art Linkletter wrote a popular book titled Kids Say the Darndest Things. Adults too are 

capable of saying the darndest things. Eva Braun, Adolph Hitler’s steamy mistress, wrote to a 

friend during the Berlin bombings: “I can’t understand how all this can happen. It’s enough to 

make one lose one’s faith in God.” The capper for ridiculous things adults think is on a 

tombstone of a British soldier in the frontier of Pakistan. It reads, “Here lies Captain Ernest 

Bloomfield. Accidentally shot by his orderly, March 2nd, 1879. Well done, good and faithful 

servant” (Ross and Kathryn Petras’ book, The 776 Stupidest Things Ever Said, New York, Doubleday, 1993). 

 These quotations prove that someone missed the “big picture.” Obviously, we use 

pesticides to kill insects and not people and one wonders how much of German policy of 

genocide against Jews, Poles, Gypsies, and other “undesirables” was actually known by Hitler’s 

exceptionally naive girlfriend. H. L. Mencken’s understanding of the church as a bunch of 

“holier-than-thous,” gathering to point fingers at others with an air of self-congratulations we 

rarely find in any true Christian. The church’s best biblical models always embrace images of a 

servant church. The church would do well to remember that when it ceases to be a servant, 

then it ceases to follow Jesus sent by God to redeem the world. 

 Jesus’ ministry bears out this “service to others” theme. The disciple John once said to 

Jesus, concerning a man who was casting out demons in Jesus’ name: “we tried to stop him, 

because he does not follow with us” (Luke 9:49). But Jesus told John, “Do not prevent him. If he is 

not against you, he is for you.” The disciples’ reaction may have been one of jealousy.  John and 

the others may have had difficulty being disciples and inviting others to follow Jesus. They 

were, perhaps, more concerned about preserving Jesus for themselves alone. 

 Two men went crabbing one day, one had crabbed all of his life, the other going for his first 

time. When they had caught a few, the newcomer suggested they should put a lid on the first 

bucket and get another bucket, as the first bucket was becoming full. “Look for yourself,” said 

the newcomer, “the crabs are about to crawl out of the bucket.” 
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 “Oh, we’ve got lots more room left for crabs before we have to get a second bucket,” said 

the experienced crabber. “You see, when one of those crabs is about to escape, one or two of 

the other crabs will pull it back down.” 

 When churches pull their own members down, then the church looks like, well—it looks 

like a bunch of crabs. This particular ecclesial sport misses the point of what God calls the 

church to do in the world. Many of us are guilty of never quite seeing the big picture. For 

example, why do we come to worship together? Some come to hear the music program of the 

church, while others come to see their friends. Some people are here because they think it will 

help their children. Others come because they feel they ought to. And believe it or not, some 

people come to church, hoping against hope, that they will hear something from the pulpit 

which will help them make sense out of this tangled ball of twine we call life.   

 All these reasons are, perhaps, noble in their own way, but they each miss the “bigger 

picture.” According to the message about worship in Hebrews, we come together to worship 

God in order to encourage one another in the walk of faith. In Hebrews we read: “And let us 

consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, 

as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day 

approaching” (Hebrews 10:24-25). According to Hebrews, the primary function of worship is to 

encourage us in our faith walk. 

 One of the great miracles of our time is to create a community of people who love one 

another so much that they put their private desires and wishes aside. Instead, they do things 

for one another out a common devotion to Jesus. To have a truly great church, blessed by God, 

is precious indeed. To be part of that kind of fellowship is one of God’s greatest blessings 

bestowed upon God’s people. May we not take it for granted. 

 When your church discourages you, always remember what the early church faced. We 

look back and see that they were resident aliens and oddballs, who were setting out on a 

journey which seemed foolhardy—and unknown. About the best thing they had going for them 

was the promise of Jesus that he would always be with them. With that promise alone they set 

their course. When your church discourages you, or you need reassurance about what the big 
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picture looks like, remember this portrait of the church in its earliest days painted for us by 

Luke in Acts: 

42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 

the prayers . . . 47 praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord 

added to their number those who were being saved (Acts 2:42, 47). 

 

 Even more recently, the church guards its authority. Once an American soldier died in 

France during WW I. His friends noticed a small cemetery beside a little church nearby. They 

asked the pastor for permission to bury their comrade in the cemetery. He told them that the 

church only allowed church members buried there. So, the soldiers then dug their friend’s 

grave just outside the cemetery. 

 The soldiers camped near this French village. Early the next morning they visited the grave 

of their friend a last time. They were surprised to find that someone moved the cemetery fence 

to include the grave of their departed friend. What that church excluded, a noble character and 

God’s grace included (Hal Brady, from an unpublished sermon, FUMC, Dallas, Texas, 31 May 1992, used by permission). This 

person’s fence moving action is a model to mimic as we strive to be in that number—those 

counted worthy to claim the church of Jesus—the Body of Christ. 
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