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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.’ But Jesus said, ‘Do not 
stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon 
afterwards to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us. 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.  

‘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. 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, to the 
unquenchable fire. 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. 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, where their 
worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched. 

 
Through most of Pentecost, I’ve been following the lectionary. The 

lectionary is a prescribed list of scripture readings for worship services. It 

contains a reading from the Old Testament, the Psalms, the epistles, and a 

Gospel reading, and is used in most Catholic and mainline Protestant 

churches. The readings are set up for a three year cycle. The Gospel readings 

for Year A are from Matthew, the Gospel readings for Year B from Mark 

and John, and the Gospel readings for Year C are from Luke. We are 

presently in Year B, which is why today’s Gospel reading is from Mark. 

Because I am a minister of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), I am 

free to use the lectionary or not, which makes it convenient when I want to 
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avoid a painful scripture reading. And I’ve done that most of my years—

avoided those painful, personally challenging scripture readings which can 

suddenly open themselves up in front of you like a sinkhole in Florida. I 

don’t want to preach that scripture reading! It judges me! I want one that 

judges somebody else. But as I toddle toward the sunset years of senescence, 

I’ve decided I want to preach from the scripture readings that are hard as 

well as from those that are easy. I want to study Jesus’ words in their 

totality, and not just the ones that affirm my pre-existing opinions and 

convictions. And if you want a nightmarish Gospel reading, you couldn’t do 

better than today’s. Is Jesus really telling us that if we cause a little one who 

believes in him to stumble, we should mutilate ourselves? What’s up with 

that? 

When we read the words of Jesus in the Gospels, it helps to consider 

who the original audience was. In this case, it was his own disciples. John, 

one of the Big Four among the Twelve, said that they saw someone casting 

out demons in Jesus’ name. Because he wasn’t an “official” disciple, they 

tried to stop him. Jesus said, “Don’t do that. If they’re not against us, they’re 

for us. If they did a deed of power in my name, they are for us.” But then, 

Jesus added, “If you—i.e., you disciples—cause a little one who believes in 

me to stumble, it’d better if you had a millstone tied around your neck and 

you were thrown into the sea. If your hand causes you to sin, it’s better to 

cut it off than to go to hell. If your foot causes you to sin, amputate it; it’s 

better than hell. If your eye leads you to sin, pluck it out; it’s better than 
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hell.” What is up with this self-mutilation, Lord Jesus, and all this talk of 

hell? And why are you picking on us? We’re Disciples! 

Now we can say that Jesus was just using hyperbole, or figurative 

language, and maybe he was. A good friend of mine and I were talking 

about the scripture, and he reminded me that if you were deformed or 

mutilated in some way, you were forbidden by the Holiness Codes in 

Leviticus [21.16-24] to offer a sacrifice to the Lord. Maybe Jesus was saying 

that if you’re a disciple, and you’re ruining the faith of a little one, it’s better 

for you to disassociate yourself from the fellowship than to be cast into hell. 

A good point, and one very much worth considering. 

But let us, for a moment, consider that maybe Jesus wasn’t speaking 

hyperbolically, and that it was a literal spiritual truth that if a disciple caused 

a little one to stumble in his or her faith, that was an offense worthy of hell. 

If that was the case, then, objectively speaking, it really was better to 

practice self-mutilation than to spend eternity in perdition. Let us assume 

that Jesus was quite serious about the consequences of a disciple leading a 

little one—and by “little one” Jesus could mean either a young person or a 

person new to the faith—astray. There are serious consequences if a disciple 

encourages someone who is weak in the faith to participate in behavior that 

will injure them physically, mentally, emotionally or spiritually. 

Jesus presents two terribly stark alternatives. Does that mean that if we 

have led a little one astray, the only choices are hell or self-mutilation? Well, 

one is actually off if the table, if we realize Jesus did not say self-mutilation 
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would save us from hell. What he said was that self-mutilation was 

preferable to hell. But if even a bloody self-sacrifice can’t save us, what 

can? 

Maybe Jesus wanted us to cut away something besides body parts. 

Maybe he wanted us to cut away the pride and arrogance that keeps us from 

recognizing our own sinfulness. Maybe he wanted us to cut away the self-

righteousness that enables us to see the sliver in our neighbor’s eye but not 

the log in our own. Here’s what Jesus offered in lieu of mutilation: repent of 

your sins, confess faith in him, and receive the eternal blessings of 

forgiveness and grace. That entails accepting the forgiveness made available 

because of his own sacrifice. Don’t want to mutilate yourself? Jesus was 

mutilated on your behalf, on a cross. Don’t want to go to hell? According to 

the First Letter of Peter [3.18-19], and the Apostles’ Creed, Jesus went to 

hell—or “to the prison of the spirits”—between his death on the cross and 

his resurrection. He did that for you. Instead of the horrible alternatives of 

self-mutilation and hell, maybe the thing to do is to accept the forgiveness 

and grace made possible by him, through him. But if we accept his gracious, 

loving offer, shouldn’t we be prepared to follow him on his terms, and not 

on ours? Shouldn’t we be prepared to hear all that he said, and not just what 

we like hearing him say? 

*** 

Pope Francis is finishing a triumphant visit to the United States. On 

Thursday, he spoke to a joint meeting of Congress. Incidentally, if the 
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President speaks, it’s a joint session of Congress; if an invited guest speaks, 

it’s a joint meeting. Francis was the first pope to ever address Congress, 

which is, by Constitutional design, the most politically charged institution in 

the nation. It was interesting to observe Democratic Vice-President Joe 

Biden—who was there in his capacity as President of the Senate—and 

Republican Speaker of the House John Boehner, both Catholics, seated 

behind him. Each of them applauded at different points in the speech. Both 

seemed moved by Francis’ words, especially Boehner, who was openly 

weeping. After a personal meeting with the Pope—a meeting in which Pope 

Francis asked the Speaker to pray for him—Boehner announced that he was 

stepping down as Speaker of the House and as a member of Congress. 

That’s a lot to give up. As Speaker, he held one of the most powerful 

positions in the country. He was, after the Vice-President, next in line of 

succession to the President. But after years of partisan fighting, an invitation 

to prayer evidently led him to seek a higher calling. 

According to one reporter for National Public Radio, in his address to 

Congress Francis spoke on such politically charged issues as “climate 

change, abortion, refugees, immigration, capital punishment, income 

inequality, religious freedom, civil liberties, arm sales, poverty and 

traditional marriage.” There was something in his talk that every partisan 

could cheer, and something every partisan could dispute. But as Texas 

Congressman Henry Cuellar said, “If you only hear him through the prism of 
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the Republican Party or the Democratic Party, you’re totally 

misunderstanding what he’s trying to say.” 

Even though popes traditionally are not seen eating in public, it was 

originally planned that after the joint meeting, there would be a celebratory 

lunch, with many congratulatory remarks addressed toward Francis, and 

perhaps a few, or more than a few, glasses lifted in his honor. Instead, 

Francis went to a homeless shelter, served meals to and ate with 200 

homeless people, and washed some feet. The towel on our communion table 

is a reminder that as a sign of servanthood, Jesus himself washed feet. 

Francis also reminded the people at the shelter that Jesus was born homeless. 

Which means that he had a lot more in common with the poorest among us 

than with the most powerful among us. 

If we actually read all of what Jesus says in the Gospels, he will say 

some things that we will want to cheer; some things that will make our hair 

feel like it is on fire; and some things we cannot understand without a great 

deal of work and prayer, and maybe not even then. If you are a fragile soul, I 

highly recommend that you only read the parts of the Gospels that you like, 

the parts that won’t offend your sensibilities or perplex your thoughts. But if 

you really want to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, read it all, and then decide if 

you’re really ready to pick up your cross and follow him. 

          Amen. 
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