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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Yesterday afternoon I found out that the St. Louis Cardinals had just won their 15th game in a 
row, breaking a team record set in 1935 and setting themselves up for a possible playoff berth. I 
mentioned this to Helen, and she asked me if that meant we were going to start watching baseball 
now. She asked me that because we haven’t watched a single baseball game all season. I’m not a 
very good baseball fan. I think Yadier Molina is the only member of the lineup I still know, and I 
just learned that next year will be his last season. But the news of this remarkable winning streak 
piqued my interest. Why? Well, you know, it’s my team. I was born and raised in St. Louis. I 
grew up listening to Cardinal baseball on the radio. I’m proud to be a Cardinal fan, even if I’m 
not a very good one. They’re a great franchise with a storied history. And somehow, maybe, I 
think their greatness rubs off on me. Is that it? Is that why I suddenly care just a little bit more 
about baseball now? Are they somehow a part of my identity, at least when they’re winning, 
something that I can tie my self-worth to, even if I don’t take it very seriously? 
 I use this rather silly example to illustrate something that is true of all of us in one way or 
another, namely our instinctual pull towards tribalism, our tendency to associate ourselves with 
one group and to think of those who don’t belong to that group as our rivals, or even our 
enemies. Sports is just one way we do that, and a relatively trivial one. Much more consequential 
these days is our political allegiance, which has taken on a more polarized and toxic character in 
recent years. Our religious, ethnic, and national allegiances are also examples of this inclination. 
It’s part of the baggage being social creatures, I guess. 
 In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus addresses this universal human characteristic when it 
shows up in his disciples. Not only are they missing what the Kingdom of God is all about, but 
their attitude gets in the way of other people hearing its good news, and that’s a serious problem. 
 The problem comes to light when John tells Jesus about someone who was not part of 
their group who was using Jesus’ name to cast out demons. John and some other disciples tried 
to stop him, John tells Jesus, surely expecting Jesus to approve. What do you suppose John was 
thinking? Demons were being cast out; that is surely a good thing. Why would he want to stop 
someone from doing that? Do you think he felt threatened? As I mentioned last week, John was 
clearly one of Jesus’ inner circle. Only he and James and Peter got to go up the mountain to see 
Jesus transfigured earlier in this chapter of Mark. And Jesus would take only those three with 
him to pray in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of his betrayal. I expect that John was 
proud of his association with Jesus, proud of his status in the inner circle of disciples. So, was he 
worried about someone else horning in on the Jesus franchise without authorization? Or was he 
jealous, perhaps, that someone from the outside was having success while the disciples earlier in 
this chapter had failed to cast an unclean spirit from a young boy, and Jesus had chastised them 
for their lack of faith? 
 Whatever John’s justification for stopping this person from casting out demons in Jesus’ 
name, and whatever his motivation, Jesus isn’t buying it. “Do not stop him,” Jesus says. 
“Whoever is not against us, is for us.” That’s exactly the opposite of what John had assumed. It’s 
also the opposite of what we often assume as well in these hyper-polarized times. “If you don’t 
think the way I do about politics or religion or morality, then you are the enemy.” 
 Then Jesus launches into a seemingly unrelated topic about putting stumbling blocks in 
the way of “little ones” and cutting off body parts. In fact, my Bible treats these as two separate 



topics and gives them two different titles. The first part of today’s reading gets the title “another 
exorcist,” while the title of this second section is “temptations to sin.” If your Bible has titles like 
these every couple of paragraphs or so, you should realize that they are not really part of the 
biblical text. They have been added by the editors of your particular edition to help you find 
passages you might be looking for. So, they can be helpful, but they can also be a distraction, and 
sometimes the editors get it wrong. Use with caution. In this case, I think the editors have gotten 
it wrong, and this is not really a new, isolated section about personal sins, but a continuation of 
Jesus’ thought about our innate tribalism. In other words, our tendency to divide ourselves into 
opposing teams and fight amongst ourselves, especially when it comes to representing Jesus, is a 
scandal and an obstacle to faith for others. What follows, all that gruesome stuff about millstones 
and cutting off hands and plucking out eyes, I think, is hyperbole. Jesus is exaggerating for 
rhetorical effect here. What he’s saying is, “don’t try to make excuses for your bad behavior. 
There are no excuses.” In context, the “sin” repeatedly referred to here is the sin of scandalizing 
the gospel, so that others do not see Jesus in us but only our parochial and petty self-
centeredness. And I think that the church needs to hear this message of Jesus more today than 
ever. 
 Finally comes that short little section at the end of our reading about salt, which also 
seem disconnected and a little random. There are possible allusions here to the salt used in the 
burnt offerings of the temple, but also to common expressions of the time. I interpret it through 
the final sentence here, “have salt within yourselves and be at peace with one another.” Sharing 
salt and bread was a sign of friendship in the Ancient Near East. Having “salt in your speech” 
meant making your speech interesting and compelling, just as salt makes food more interesting 
and compelling. When Jesus says, everyone will be salted with fire, I think he means to say that 
we will all face difficulty in our lives, and some of us will face tremendous difficulty, hell on 
earth, you might say. And we can sometimes be the cause of that kind of difficulty for others, 
and even for ourselves. Especially in those times and circumstances it is crucial that we followers 
of Jesus not lose the core of the message with which we are entrusted, that we not omit or 
obstruct the compelling and authentic seasoning of the gospel, namely God’s compassionate, 
merciful, and reconciling love for us in Jesus Christ, through whom God is reclaiming the world 
and bring about a new and renewed creation. 
 The takeaway for us from this slightly confusing reading today is that Jesus, as usual, 
means to draw us out of ourselves and our personal, parochial concerns into right relationship 
with God and one another, so that we trust that the life he is calling us to, the life that he is 
remaking us for, is really our best life: a way of life and faith that is not preoccupied with our 
own security, “success,” or self-interest, but rather is opened to lives of others. He does this by 
paving the way for us through suffering and death to defeat the powers of sin, death, and evil, 
and by rising to rule in our hearts by the power of the Holy Spirit, so that all our interactions 
reflect the big picture of God's mercy and healing of our broken, possessed lives for a hopeful 
and joyous future that begins right here and right now. May we trust that life-transforming 
message in our own lives, and live it out in our life together as the church. And may the peace of 
God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


