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Pentecost 19B, September 29, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA. Esther 

7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22, Psalm 124, James 5:13-20, Mark 9:38-50 

The Gospel 

John said to Jesus, “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 afterward 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. 

“For everyone will be salted with fire. 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.” 

The Sermon 

Sue was one of the chaplains at an expensive girls’ boarding school.  The chaplains 

took turns walking through the dormitory each evening; girls who wanted the 

chaplain to say a prayer would put an “N.P.” sticky on their door, “Needs Prayer.” 

The chaplain would knock and then help the girl say her nighttime prayers.  Josie 

asked for prayer one night and when Sue entered the room, Josie said she didn’t 

know how to pray. So Sue said, “Let’s start by naming people you care about.” 

“Todd, Sara, Sally, Bill, Marty, Dixie, Heather, Tiffany, Amanda, Shaun, Mark, 

Harold, Maria,” – the names flew out of Josie’s mouth.  Sue thought, great, we 

have a good start here. 
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Sue went on vacation and when she returned after a few weeks, she again saw, 

“N.P.” on Josie’s door. She asked whom they should pray for. “Martha, William, 

Emily and John,” were the names she mentioned.  “You had so many the last 

time,” Sue said. “Well,” said Josie, “those were my TV [and Instagram] friends, 

people I felt close to from my videos and [my phone].  Now I have made a friend 

here and I am naming her and my grandfather, even though he’s dead, because 

these are REAL people I would like to pray for.”  

“What about your parents?” asked Sue.  “I’m not close to them,” said Josie.  “They 

live in separate homes to pursue their careers.  It helps them not to fight.  They do 

give me a place to go for the holidays, but it’s not always that great.  But I am 

praying for them – Emily and John.”1 

+  +  + 

Josie knew loneliness.  She began to learn the difference between the video and 

social media people and the real people in her life.  She also knew that, for her, the 

security of family closeness had been sacrificed on the altar of her parents’ careers. 

+  +  + 

In Israel’s saddest chapter, people sometimes sacrificed their children on an altar to 

Molech, a god of their Canaanite neighbors. The god-forsaken valley where this 

horrible practice occurred was called Ge Hinnon.  Eventually King Josiah put an 

end to this practice and turned that valley into Jerusalem’s landfill.  Outside the 

city gates, it became a garbage dump known as Gehenna.  The fires never went 

out; the worms never ceased eating the garbage; it stank. In today’s Gospel 

reading, the Greek word translated “Hell” is Gehenna, a place with a god-forsaken 

history. 

+  +  + 

Today’s Gospel teachings came about because the disciples – who had recently 

failed in healing – were jealous of the unknown person who was using Jesus’ name 

to successfully heal people.  Jesus wishes those other healers more success, more 

healing – even though they weren’t his followers.  The lesson here is that God is 

pleased when God’s healing work is done.  We may not hold the same religious 

 
1 A story from Evensong by Gail Godwin. (bracketed words updated by me) 
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doctrine or practice as some of our neighbor churches, but we are glad when they 

shelter unhoused people in the cold, or give food to the hungry, or clothing to the 

needy. Love and good intentions are certainly to be encouraged! 

Then Jesus talks about stumbling.  Children stumble hundreds of times as they 

learn to walk.  As adults we are afraid of falling, we are wary of broken ribs, hips, 

wrists.  Jesus, however, is talking about the kind of stumbling that leads to the 

garbage dump outside the city gates. 

Josie’s parents caused her to stumble, made her a lonely child for whom media 

personalities were more real than her parents.  Sometimes the stumbling is of our 

own doing.  Someone looked over the shoulders of two people passing notes in a 

twelve-step meeting.  The first wrote, “I don’t feel close to God,” and the second 

wrote back, “Who moved?” 

God doesn’t move away from us; we move away from God. 

+  +  + 

Then there is the talk of cutting off hands and feet.  Jesus never told us to do that to 

someone else.  But think, if we have cancer, we expect the doctor to cut off, 

poison, or radiate the diseased part of our body.  We willingly sacrifice any part of 

the body hoping to save our life. 

We could also say, “If money causes my spiritual cancer, I’ll give it away.” 

“If my job causes me to stumble, I will find a new one.”  “If my Sunday work or 

sports schedule causes me or my family to stumble, I will cut it out.”  “If my pride 

in being right is causing a relationship to falter, I will give up that pride.”   

“If I love anything more than I love Jesus, I will put it behind me.” 

Each of us can ask in our own hearts, what causes me to stumble? 

The disciples stumbled in their insistence that no one intrude on their connection 

with Jesus.  Do we do that when we look down on someone who does ministry in a 

way unfamiliar to us, or even when someone here at church doesn’t do things the 

way we’ve been doing them “forever”? 

Jesus’ way of doing things wasn’t very orderly.  He let people get near him pretty 

easily. He was generous, flexible, even friendly with “those sinners.”  Better to live 
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with one eye, one foot, one hand, one bank account, one house, one car, one TV 

than to miss out on the kingdom of God.  Better lame or blind or poor than sitting 

in that garbage dump Gehenna.  Better to rely on Jesus than on ourselves. 

Jesus didn’t just cut off a hand or a foot, he gave his whole self to Golgotha to 

Gehenna, outside the city wall of Jerusalem – to die – and then to rise again.   

We do not have to fear being outside God’s grasp.  Gehenna cannot touch us.  We 

can live in peace because our stumbling is not life-threatening.  This peace salts us 

with new life, with Jesus’ life, salts us with the purifying fire of the Holy Spirit. 

Salt was used in Jesus’ day to preserve and to season food.  We sometimes call 

people like you the “salt of the earth.” Food and life are tasty, well-balanced. We’re 

not sure what Jesus meant by being “salted with fire,” but perhaps our anger at 

injustice, the rage we feel over evil, the fiery shame we experience over our 

personal or communal sins, the indignation that burns when someone uses Jesus’ 

name to condone wrongdoing.  Perhaps this is the fire Jesus meant. 

A cup of cold water is a welcome gift in the face of this fire.  Imagine how it feels 

for a firefighter to receive water after their hard work.  

Jesus encourages us to accept the water he offers, or the water we offer one 

another. It reminds us of the holy water of our Baptisms. And now we can offer this 

water to another: the water of a shower, a washing machine cleansing the week’s 

dirt from our clothing, a conversation that cleanses the week’s dirt from our souls, 

the water that makes a good cup of coffee or tea.   

We can pray nighttime prayers for and with real people.  We can practice with each 

other the peace Jesus has made for us with God. We may even join the Easter 

disciples in sending a rescue mission to Gehenna, where those who have stumbled, 

like Josie’s parents, suffer.  We might call it telling the Gospel promises that we 

rely on so that those who have stumbled may yet come out alive.   

This week, ponder where you stumble, how you might cause stumbling, and the 

rescue that Jesus has carried out for us.  Be encouraged to accept God’s forgiveness 

and healing and then to offer cups of water in Jesus’ name.  The gracious and 

delightful result of all this is that we can live at peace with one another: salty 

saints, saved from stumbling, and set on the path to be fired up in faith!  Amen. 


