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“Stumbling Blocks” 

 

 We are seeing a side of Jesus we don’t often see here this morning.  Rather than a 

building up of the kingdom of God, with talk of everlasting life, boundless forgiveness, 

and resurrection hope, the disciples are given a dire warning.  This is the only time in 

Mark’s Gospel where hell is mentioned, and rather than a consequence for non-believers 

as we might suspect, it is a judgment reserved for Jesus’ own disciples if they do not rid 

themselves of sins and stumblings.  Jesus’ frustration towards his disciples for not being 

on the same page as him seems to be mounting.  Just a few days ago the disciples were 

unable to heal a demon-possessed man, needing to call on Jesus to perform the 

exorcism.  Now, they are complaining that other people are healing in Jesus’ name – 

apparently doing successfully what they themselves were unable to do. 

 The disciples seem to have the assumption that they have claim on Jesus’ power.  

There is something inauthentic, they presume, about people who they don’t know 

healing in Jesus’ name.  These people are frauds, they are imposters – they don’t belong 

with us and they need to be reprimanded and stopped.  “In Jesus’ name” has been 

trademarked by the disciples and these other people are using it without permission and 

they aren’t paying royalties. 
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 But the disciples do not have claim on Jesus’ power.  They do not own the corner 

of the market that contains Jesus’ healing presence.  Again we are seeing the theme of 

God’s expansive reach – he is not just for a certain group of people, and he is not to be 

mediated through only a certain group of people.  The disciples are trying to set up a 

hierarchy with God up top, Jesus as their intermediary, and then they are the ones to 

spread Jesus’ healing to all the other “normal folks” at the bottom.   

This desire for such a structure makes sense in light of last week’s discussion on 

who is the greatest.  As Jesus gains popularity, the disciples are probably feeling pretty 

good about themselves since they are the ones whom he chose specifically to follow 

him.  They are the ones who know Jesus best, they are the ones who have witnessed the 

most of his healings, sermons, teachings, and miracles.  It only makes good sense to 

them that passing along Jesus’ healing and ministry would be reserved just for them; 

that they would be the ones to interpret and relay his message, his healing, and his love.  

We really can’t fault them for bad logic.  (Even though they are wrong.) 

 With good intentions, the disciples wrongly expect that because they are The 

Disciples, they are the only ones who should be healing in the name of Jesus.  How easy 

it can be for us as Christians and us as the church to make the same mistake.  Clergy 

often see themselves as the ones who know more and are therefore qualified to be the 

authorities on interpreting scripture.  Or perhaps we think those of us raised in the faith 

have a better grasp of the Gospel than someone who is just learning about the faith, so 

our thoughts, our opinions, or our faith is superior.   
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One of the gifts of our Reformed heritage is that we believe in the authority of 

scripture alone – not someone or a group of peoples’ interpretation of it.  We read the 

Bible for ourselves, and we are allowed to disagree about its meaning.  We also believe 

God alone is Lord of the conscience, not a certain religious leader.  

On a denominational level, we have dozens upon dozens of different kinds of 

Christianity, each one of us thinking that we are the ones who are right; that we are the 

ones with the corner on the market.  Think of all the different Christian denominations 

that exist just right here in the United States.  Look at those that consider themselves 

Presbyterian:  There’s the Presbyterian Church (USA), the largest Presbyterian 

denomination of which we are a part, but there’s also the Presbyterian Church in 

America, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, 

the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, the Bible Presbyterian Church, the Reformed 

Presbyterian Church in North America, and the recently formed ECO: A Covenant 

Order of Evangelical Presbyterians.  (And I even left a few off this list.)  Why so many?  

Because we all think we’re right!  Other denominations have similar splinter groups, so 

we are not alone in having so many versions of our denomination.   

 Many of us are familiar enough with different denominations – Methodist, 

Lutheran, Baptist, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ – to know that there is 

usually more difference within them than between them.  There are liberals, 

conservatives, moderates, evangelicals, fundamentalists, social justice gospel folks, and 

all others, all within one denomination.  We may even have that whole list I just read 
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here in worship this morning!  So why all these sects of Christianity?  Because each one 

thinks they are the right one or the most right one.  We have gotten caught up in the 

game of who is the greatest and perhaps we even look to Jesus and ask him to not allow 

those other “wrong” Christians to have any success.  Perhaps we thumb our noses at 

Pentecostal churches claiming it’s all a false show, or mega-churches who seem to cater 

to the secular needs of the world, or even the Catholic churches for being so restrictive 

and systematic.  We may even hope that their efforts for growth fail, and that we be the 

ones with increasing numbers. 

 Jesus tells us our desire to be the right ones; our desire to have people come to 

Christ through us only is a stumbling block to the building up of the kingdom of God.  

Rather than building up the body of Christ, our desire to be right or special or unique 

prohibits its growth.  Many people in the pews know what Jesus is talking about here 

and I know many of you are frustrated with the institutional church and its inability to 

collaborate across denominations.  When we are all serving the same God, all trying to 

cast out the same evil, all trying to heal the same woes, why is working together so 

difficult? 

 Many of you and many modern-day Christians, are taking Jesus seriously when 

he tells the disciples here to let others cast out demons in his name, and that “whoever is 

not against us is for us.”  The institutional structures of denominations were created to 

enable the building up of the kingdom, and at their best they still do this, but at their 

worst they have become stumbling blocks.  There is new term called post-
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denominational, which is basically the desire and belief that church is less about 

structure and belief and more about spirituality.  It moves us beyond denominations 

toward a stronger unity with all brothers and sisters in Christ.  For the most part, when 

folks enter these sanctuary doors, they are looking for an experience of the divine.  

Coming to worship is a spiritual practice that draws them closer to God.  Most people 

are not looking for specifically a Presbyterian worship service.  They aren’t necessarily 

wanting to worship with others who have the same certain beliefs as them.  I would 

consider ourselves a post-denominational church, because while we are part of the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) and I am ordained by that body, we welcome people of all 

faiths to be a part of our family of faith.  We welcome all Christians to be church with 

us, regardless of their upbringing or denomination affiliation. 

 Before coming here to Church on the Mall, I led a small campus ministry in 

University City at Drexel University.  Part of my normal banter when getting to know 

the students included my asking about their church up-bringing and which denomination 

they claimed as their own.  We were a United Methodist ministry, but, similar to Church 

on the Mall, we welcomed all Christians.  The name of the ministry was “Open Door 

Christian Community.”  I was asking one student leader – so, tell me about your church 

growing up?  “It was Christian,” she said.  Well, what kind of church background do 

you have?, I probed.  “It was just Christian,” she said.  Oh, ok, what kind of church did 

you go to in high school?  “It was Lutheran,” she finally relented, “but I consider myself 

just Christian.” 
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 What’s that about a child leading us?  “Just Christian” is becoming the identity of 

many who could care less about denominational hierarchy and institution and more 

about being part of a family of faith that seeks to follow Jesus Christ in a way that is 

deeply meaningful to their everyday lives.  “Just Christians” want a worship experience 

that allows them to experience God’s presence in a way that is real and tangible, 

through scripture and singing and prayers and sacraments.  “Just Christians” don’t want 

the trappings of denominations that used to build us up for kingdom work, but now 

seem more prohibitive.  “Just Christians” don’t mind if people have different beliefs 

than them.  “Just Christians” are the future of the church, and the future of the church 

looks passionate, engaging, and authentic – less worried about denominations as an 

institution and more concerned about working for peace, fighting hunger, and living a 

spiritual life together. 

 While denominations have certainly played a huge role in bringing about the 

kingdom of God, and I am firmly situated as a Presbyterian and wish to claim nothing 

else, the times we are living in now are pushing us towards a stronger unity among 

brothers and sisters in Christ everywhere.  And they are even pushing us towards uniting 

with people of no faith at all, a fast-growing segment of our American population.  

While we certainly claim our belief that Jesus is the only son of God who offers us 

salvation, this does not prevent us from looking at non-believers and seeing the good 

works that they are doing.  Even atheists, agnostics, and people who are Christian only 

in that they celebrate Christmas can make this world a better place.  The question 
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becomes, can we join together, not just with other Christians, but with other secularists, 

to work towards God’s kingdom?  Are we able to break down the barrier that exists 

between those of us in the spiritual world and people who claim no religious affiliation 

but still wish to make a difference with their lives? 

 The divisions between us are no doubt stumbling blocks.  They prevent us from 

living into the full unity of Christ.  People who aren’t part of a certain denomination 

may either feel like an outsider who doesn’t belong, or they may get frustrated with the 

hierarchy and institutional red tape of structured religion.  Even people within 

denominational structures realize this and know we need to work to do something 

different, better, bigger, more collaborative.   

Because of the global nature of our culture with the world at our fingertips, there 

is a greater awareness of diversity and a tolerance for different beliefs.  There is no 

longer a need to be separated from one another because we believe differently.  When 

our aim is to live a meaningful, Christian life, to worship and have an experience of the 

divine, and to take care of the lost, the last, and the least, one’s understanding of 

eschatology doesn’t need to divide us.  Whether or not we believe in the virgin birth 

doesn’t need to divide us.  It’s hard to undo hundreds of years of denominational 

structures, but I believe we are being called to take a step on that long, windy path.   

Granted, this will take place on the top tier of denominational structure, with 

heads of denominations talking with one another.  But for our part, as a local 

congregation, we can continue to open our doors and our hearts to everyone who enters 
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this sacred space, wherever they may be on their faith journey.  And we can be mindful 

of the stumbling blocks that we may inadvertently place in peoples’ way.  Jesus reminds 

us that a faith in him is not limited to a select group, or an educated, priestly group, but 

is for everyone, even children, even laity, even simple people, even people new to the 

faith.  We do our best to welcome people with handshakes and smiles; to make them 

feel like they belong here.  Our bulletin does its best to help guests follow along, 

including the words to prayers and creeds that we may know by heart, but could be a 

stumbling block for those who don’t.  Perhaps we can help set the vision of the larger 

denomination, doing what we can to break down barriers that prevent people from being 

part of the church today. 

As we seek to be “doers of the word, and not just hearers” we are wise to 

remember this admonition of the disciples here in Mark’s gospel.  We needn’t get 

envious of other peoples’ success when building up the kingdom of God, no matter who 

the outsiders are who are doing God’s will.  Together, all of our work is needed to 

stamp out the ills and ails and evils that are not reflective of God’s love and compassion.  

Jesus’ demands to cut off one’s hands or foot or eye when it causes us to stumble 

stresses just how important this call to collaboration is.  Even when we assume this is an 

analogy, Jesus’ extreme description reveals just how important this is to him.  Whatever 

it is that blocks us from working together to build up the kingdom of God should be 

removed.  May we be faithful to this call as we work to unify Christians to work 

together here at Church on the Mall and beyond.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


