Sermon Trinity 18 Sunday 29/9/2024
Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29; Psalm 19:7-14; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50

May | speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son & Holy Spirit, Amen.

Mark’s Gospel is the most pared back and minimalist of all the Gospels. It is also
the oldest. For this reason, the sayings it imputes to Jesus are all the more likely
to be a reliable, accurate and true reflection, not only of the things he taught his
followers, but also of the words and phrases he used 2000 years ago. It is
important to remind ourselves that we are at both a cultural and temporal
distance from the earthly ministry of Jesus — it helps us to hear or read carefully
and to avoid simply rejecting things because they sound strange or extreme. We
as Christians are also called to consider all of Jesus’s teaching from his earthly

ministry through the lens of his death and resurrection and the hope it gives us.

We are in exactly that space of apparent strangeness and verbal extremism with
this morning’s Gospel. Jesus is quoted as saying: ‘if your hand causes you to
stumble, cut it off’ and again ‘if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off’ and
again ‘if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out’. In fairness, if we took this
absolutely literally, we would end up with few remaining body parts from an
early age. | thought about this for a minute or two and realised | might have
little left other than my nose if | was to take this completely literally. | told one
of my colleagues about this sermon on Thursday, joking about my nose being
the only part left. She reminded me that smelling delicious food could lead me

to the sin of gluttony — | was less than grateful for that insight!

We are corporeal beings and cannot exist separate from our material presence

in the world. Because we are our bodies, we enact most of our sins with parts



of our bodies. So if we take this literally, for example, in the case of gossip, we
stand to lose our tongues, our ears, our eyes, our brains, maybe even our hands

if we text the latest bit of news.

| believe that there is a really important message in that seemingly harsh
teaching. It is this. Sometimes we need to revisit aspects of our lives that are
causing us to sin and that bring suffering on others and ultimately on ourselves.
It may be that we need to distance ourselves from a person who is a toxic
presence in our lives. It may be that we need to avoid certain places or activities
because they lead us into old sinful or negative patterns. Such excisions may be
painful but they are possible. Jesus’s teaching is telling us that such excisions
are desirable if they save us from our own sinfulness. Our psalmist this morning
recognised the negative power wicked persons can exercise over any of us. He
asked the Lord to protect him from the insolent so that he could be blameless

and innocent of transgression.

We need to remember too that we are not alone in our struggles to avoid
sinfulness, to be better disciples. We and our fellow believers can be a great
support to one another in our attempts to live good lives, faithful to the Gospel.
Remember another scriptural quotation — first take the plank out of your own
eye then take the speck out of your brother’s eye’. It is a good reminder that we
may be all too aware of the minor misdeeds of those around us and be only

dimly conscious of our own faults.

There is a range of ways in which we can actively support one another to develop
in intentional goodness — we can pray for one another, as the letter of James

recommends today. We can also gently admonish each other but we should do



so as honest, critical friends — friends who are kind in how they speak and equally
prepared to hear criticism of their own behaviour in due course. In honest
relationships, we can grow together and flourish. We each need to be open to
the Spirit of God speaking through our brothers and sisters and to accepting

gentle criticism honestly shared as a gift of that same Spirit.

Relationships bring real potential for growth and flourishing of all involved but
equally have the potential to bring destruction. Jesus warns his followers that
those who put a stumbling block between the innocent and God would be better
off dead than allowed to destroy the good and the gentle. | remember nearly
23 years ago being at a baptism in Taney where archbishop Walton Empey
preached. He took this verse and applied it very clearly to children as the
innocent. He spoke out about the evil that was coming to light at that stage with
regard to clerical child abuse and the harm done not just to individual innocents,

but to the innocence of all believers.

We are back in that space again where new revelations about schools, special
schools, teachers and others who worked with children and abused their
positions of trust are coming to light. Sadly, we know that the Church of Ireland
is not immune from this scourge. Our society as a whole has both suffered and
been complicit in allowing some people easy access to children without taking
proper care of the innocent. | am not suggesting that we put a millstone around
the neck of anyone found guilty of such a heinous crime and such a terrible sin,

but neither can we just ignore it.

However, we do need to think about how we excise this sinfulness from our

midst. We should never stop praying for those who have sinned, even those



who have been convicted of doing terrible things for they too are children of
God, however damaged and damaging. We equally have a duty of care to pray
for and support those upon whose lives and innocence havoc has been wrought

by the same terrible things.

One thing that Jesus left out of his hyperbolic-style teaching about cutting off
limbs and gouging out eyes if they cause sin, was how we deal with sins of
omission. If we are wrong because of what we failed to do, what can we
physically punish then? | suggest that we are mostly guilty of a sin of omission
in how we deal with those who have survived abuse in their childhood or youth.
We collectively prefer not to talk about it or think about it. The problem with
that silence is it allows the harm to fester both for individuals and for us all as a
community. It can leave those who were wronged feeling unclean and excluded
in their need for understanding, compassion and an opportunity to heal and

become whole again. Collectively we are sinning by omission in our silence.

In conclusion, while it is important that we remember that even though our
hearts, minds and bodies are capable of sinfulness and wrong-doing (whether in
what we do, or what we fail to do), we have been redeemed by the sacrifice that
Jesus willingly made for us all. This means that we are cleansed over and over
again each time we repent of our own wrongdoing (in what we have done or

what we have failed to do) and call on Jesus’ infinite forgiveness and love.

Let us pray
Forgiving and loving Jesus, you taught us to face our own tendency to sin and to
be brave enough to take tough action to try to change our problematic patterns.

You also taught us to care for one another and to forgive one another as a



community growing together in faith. Give us the strength to be as tough on
our sins of omission as we can be on our sins of action. Help us to remember
and support those who have been hurt by the sinfulness of others so that we do
not compound the hurt they have experienced through our silence. Keep us
ever thankful for the saving grace brought about by your death and resurrection.

Amen



