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Mark 9:38-50

There were a couple of powerful pictures on the front page of yesterday’s Washington Post.  One photo shows a man preparing himself for Muslim prayer by washing himself in a fountain next to the U.S. capital and the other shows thousands of Muslims prostrated in prayer next to the capital.  There’s an article inside that explains the event in the photos:  on Friday, 3,000 U.S. Muslims gathered on the west lawn of the capital for a day of prayer and unity.  But the subtitle of the article is what really gave me pause:  “3,000 Gather to Combat Fear and ‘Do the Work of Allah’ Amid Christian Protests.”  The article explains, “Across the street from the service, Christian protesters gathered with banners, crosses and anti-Islamic messages.”

What’s your reaction when you read or hear a story like that?  I’ll tell you mine:  I’m mad that these people are somehow representing Christians, to the Muslims who gathered and to those who read the story.  I’m ashamed that these Muslims feel threatened by Christians.  And, to be honest, I’m fearful that somehow I am implicated in this story.  People know I’m a Christian—will they wonder if I have attitudes like these?  At times, these fears of guilt-by-association can make me want to distance myself from the label, “Christian”.  Have you ever felt that way?

I want to talk today about what it means to be a Christian, and in order to do that, we need to talk about our relationship with the Bible and with Christian history.  And in order to do that, we need to talk about the connection between scripture and the context in which it was written and compiled.  And in order to do that, we need to talk about the connection between our faith and the context in which we live.  My comments today have been deeply shaped by a book that I just finished reading, “The Evolution of God” by Robert Wright.  Have you run into this book?  It came out in June and spent about a month on the New York Times non-fiction bestseller list.  It is a truly fascinating read and I would strongly recommend it.  Chris Beyer and I are going to have a “theology pub” discussion of it in October—and we’d welcome anyone to join us.

Wright’s book helped me to realize something about why so many of us react negatively to Christians who would gather to protest peaceful Muslim prayers.  We might explain our reaction by saying that we have a more open theology, a more evolved spirit or just a more pleasant disposition.  But really, it goes deeper than that.  I think most of us recognize that it is counter-productive to protest the peaceful prayers of Muslims.  The top story on the front page of the Post, after all, has the headline, “U.S., Allies Say Iran Has Secret Nuclear Facility”.  Think about that headline for even a moment and most of us will recognize that we need all the allies we can get right now, including and perhaps especially, allies from Islamic nations.  The fate of the world is contingent on our ability to cooperate with Muslims.
That sounds like a bold statement until we realize that most of us live our personal lives with this understanding.  We live in a pretty religiously diverse environment.  It is entirely possible that in the course of a week we will interact with a teacher, a customer, a boss, a repairman, a manicurist, a surgeon who is a different religion from us.  We don’t feel personally threatened by those people.  In fact, we tend to see them as allies.  It’s deeply in our self-interest to do so.  Just go ahead a try to get treated in an American hospital while insisting that you interact only with Christians.  Even those protestors won’t try that.  They know that their healing depends on their ability to make room in their world for people of other religions.  

These “facts on the ground” inevitably affect our faith.  The more positive interactions we have with such people, the more incentive there is for us to develop a worldview that acknowledges the importance of connecting and cooperating with others.  What’s more, the more we interact with people of other religions, the more we sympathize with them, the more inclined we are to believe that God might sympathize with them too.

If we acknowledge that this relationship between religion and facts on the ground exists in our own lives, we have a very helpful tool for understanding scripture.  We often talk here at KC about the relationship between the Bible and the context in which it was written and collected.  To say that these two things are connected is not to say that the Bible is untrue or uninspired or outdated.  Rather, it is to say that it is a product of, and a reflection of, a relationship between God and particular people who lived at particular times and particular places.  For me, this makes scripture all the more precious because it is all the more intimate.  Reading scripture is much more like reading personal correspondence than it is like reading something addressed “To Whom it May Concern”.  

We know that the Christian Bible does not have one clear doctrine of how we should relate to other religions.  There are passages like the one we just heard from Mark which sound pretty inclusive.  Mark describes a discussion between Jesus and his disciples about how they should respond to “unauthorized healer”.  Because this other healer is casting out spirits in Jesus name, a number of writers liken this to an argument between Presbyterians and Methodists.  I think this reading minimizes the significance of Jesus’ comments.  Anyone could throw Jesus’ name about, but the disciples are quite clear that the other healer is “not one of us”.  In other words, he is not a disciple, he’s not a follower of Jesus, no matter what words he happens to evoke.  Despite this fact, Jesus reacts to the news of the healer differently from the disciples.  He says that the disciples should leave this healer alone because, “Whoever is not against us is for us.”  

But we know that there is other material in the Bible that sounds a lot less inclusive.  We know that in the Hebrew scriptures God frequently commands Israel to stay clear of foreign influences.  King Solomon loses God’s favor in part because he married foreign women and became tolerant of their religions.  And then there’s a passage in Matthew where Jesus seems to say the exact opposite of what he says here in Mark.  Responding to accusations from Pharisees that he is casting out evil spirits with the help of evil powers, Jesus snaps back, “Whoever is not with me is against me.”

The way we would usually explain these differences here at KC is to say that these passages are responding to, or speaking to, different contexts, different facts on the ground.  Robert Wright makes a pretty persuasive addition to that way of understanding scripture.  He argues that when there are inclusive and tolerant passages, those passages were written in contexts where it was in the best interest of the people involved to cooperate.  To put it simply, they were living in contexts where there were a lot of diverse people around and they all needed to work together to heal the world.

Harsh and judgmental scriptures arise from contexts where people are—or perceive themselves to be—in “zero-sum games”.  That is, they realize that there are no win-win solutions, only win-lose.  They see the other side as wanting their complete annihilation or as working against everything that our side is working for.  When the facts on the ground look like that, then they tend to see God as supporting their side and opposing that of their enemies.

I think this way of reading scripture helps explain the two seemingly contradictory statements of Jesus we just mentioned.  In the passage from Mark, Jesus is talking about a healer.  He knows that the world is filled with people who need healing.  He himself is in favor of healing.  In fact, he’s more invested in healing than he is in getting people to recognize who he is and acknowledge his unique importance.  So he figures that it is in his interest to cooperate with this other healer.  They are in a win-win relationship.

But in Matthew, the conversation is much different.  He is debating with Pharisees who have accused him of being allied with evil powers.  He wants to make it completely clear to everyone that he does not cooperate with evil, he does not ally himself with evil.  He is going to win, and evil is going to lose, and the Pharisees need to be clear on that, especially as they are conspiring to kill him, supposedly for the good of their people.

So, with this new tool for interpreting specific Bible passages, we have as well a tool for understanding our own relationship to scripture.  When we look for guidance from scripture, we need to consider the match between our context and that of a particular part of scripture.  The major threats that we face today are not the win-lose scenarios of ancient tribal people who had to figure out if we owned this watering hole or if our enemy does.  The threats we face now are things like global warming, pandemics, the spread of nuclear weapons.  These are problems that no one country or group can solve on their own.  Now, the salvation of our planet is very certainly related to our ability to cooperate with each other.  We live in a world that requires win-win thinking, and so, those scriptures that arise out of or respond to those kinds of scenarios are the ones that we need to claim and proclaim.  The other verses, the ones with a “my way or the highway” worldview, won’t save us.

Now, it might be that by this point I’ve lost some of you.  You might be thinking, “We started talking about following Jesus—how did we end up talking about fighting global warming?”  But I think the connection between those two things is a lot closer than we were probably taught.  Jesus was certainly interested in spiritual salvation, which is to say, spiritual healing, reconnection with God.  But I’m convinced that his view of salvation wasn’t limited to personal, private salvation.  He spoke, after all, not about earning a place in heaven, but of the nearness of the Kingdom of God, an image that certainly involved the healing and reconnecting of community and the healing and reconnecting of the world.  His message and his ministry constantly refers back to that image, the Kingdom of God.  His healings are signs of what is to come, his call to faithfulness is a preparation for what is to come.

“Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  That signature prayer has as much to do with why I confidently call myself a Christian as anything.  I feel like my heart yearns for the same thing that Jesus’ heart yearned for, and I feel like he lived his life along the vector of those yearnings.  This is not to say that everything that has been done in his name over the last 2,000 years has been good.  I’m with his disciples on that—just because someone invokes Jesus’ name doesn’t necessarily mean that his life is in line with Jesus’ teaching and his model.  But I don’t think in the end that Jesus came to start a brand name or a tribe that would separate itself off from all others.  Rather, I think Jesus came to lead people into new connections and new relationships—with God, but also with their neighbors and people they didn’t even think of as their neighbor.  For me, being a Christian means not just having faith IN Jesus or in his name, but rather to have the faith OF Jesus, which is to say, the belief that not just one tribe, but the whole of creation is worth saving.  That’s the faith that allowed him to make room for other healers and room for Samaritans and room for tax collectors and room, in the end, for me.

“Whoever isn’t against us is for us.”  I’m a Christian because I am for Jesus Christ.  I want to head in the direction he pointed which I am convinced is not only the direction of my own salvation, but that of the world.

This passage gives us a LOT to talk about.  But as we begin I think it’s important that we acknowledge that most of us see the world this way.  We know there are people of all different religions and backgrounds and worldviews doing good things in the world—working as doctors or as civil rights activists or as scientific researchers or as nurses or as teachers and so on.  We don’t feel personally threatened by those people.  In fact, we tend to see them as allies.  I think I can say with certainty that there is not a person here who would be unwilling to go to a Muslim doctor or who would refuse to celebrate the achievements of Ghandi who was a leader in non-violent revolution and a Hindu.

But while ALL of us act that way in real life, many of us are confused about how to connect this behavior to the Christian religion.  We can think of passages in the Bible where Jesus seems to be open to outsiders, but we know that there is plenty of other stuff in the Bible too.  We know that in the Hebrew scriptures God frequently commands Israel to stay clear of foreign influences.  King Solomon, remember, loses God’s favor in part because he married foreign women and became tolerant of their religions.  And then there’s a passage in Matthew where Jesus seems to say the exact opposite of what he says here in Mark.  Responding to accusations from Pharisees that he is casting out evil spirits with the help of evil powers, Jesus snaps back, “Whoever is not with me is against me.”

Even if we can’t quote chapter and verse in the Bible, we know that there are people who can, and those people often seem to have an intolerant, exclusive passage to quote in response to any tolerant ones we might mention.  We don’t really feel that great about picking and choosing the Bible verses that fit our worldview and discarding the rest, but we’re not really sure what other choice we have.  The more we think about it, the more we end up wondering, am I a Christian after all?  Or has that label essentially become too limiting for me?

I want to address that question head on today, and not allow it to be a kind of “elephant in the room”, something that everyone knows is there and yet everyone is trying to ignore.  My comments today have been deeply influenced by a really fascinating book that I just finished reading this week called, “The Evolution of God” by Robert Wright.  Have you run into this book?  It came out in June and spent about a month on the New York Times non-fiction bestseller list.  It is a truly fascinating read and I would strongly recommend it.  Chris Beyer and I are going to have a “theology pub” discussion of it in October—and we’d welcome anyone to join us.

One of the key aspects of Wright’s argument is an understanding of the organic connection between religious views and what he calls the “facts on the ground”.  In our current world, most of us interact regularly with people of other faiths.  The more positive interactions we have with such people, the more incentive there is for us to develop a worldview that acknowledges the importance of connecting and cooperating with others.  What’s more, the more we interact with people of other religions, the more we sympathize with them, the more inclined we are to believe that God might sympathize with them too.

If you look at the situation described in the reading today from Mark, I think you can see a similar dynamic.  The person who the disciples are complaining about is a healer.  Jesus knows that the world needs healing, so he figures he and this other healer aren’t really in competition with each other.  He understands that there is more to be gained from cooperation than there is from competition.

Robert Wright argues that the connection between “facts on the ground” and religious views is evident throughout the Hebrew Bible, the Christian scriptures and the Koran.   All these holy books contain verses that encourage tolerance or cooperation with other religions.  And he claims that in each case, those verses were written in contexts where it was in the best interest of the people involved to cooperate.  To put it simply, they were living in contexts where there were a lot of diverse people around and they all needed to work together to heal the world.

Harsh and judgmental scriptures arise from contexts where people are—or perceive themselves to be—in “zero-sum games”.  That is, they realize that there are no win-win solutions, only win-lose.  They see the other side as wanting their complete annihilation or as working against everything that our side is working for.  When the facts on the ground look like that, then they tend to call in God for support for their side, and figure that God is against the other people.

Here at KC, we often talk about the context in which a scripture was written, and recognize that scripture often speaks to, or grows out of, particular contexts.  So, for me, Wright’s comments about the origin of certain scriptures were a helpful extension of the way I already read the scripture.  But what was really challenging to me was his assertion that the scriptures that are come out of a zero-sum perspective are profoundly out of place in the complex world in which we live today.  The major threats that we face today are not the win-lose scenarios of ancient tribal people who had to figure out if we owned this watering hole or if our enemy does.  The threats we face now are things like global warming, pandemics, the spread of nuclear weapons.  These are problems that no one country or group can solve on their own.  Now, the salvation of our planet is very certainly related to our ability to cooperate with each other.  We live in a world that requires win-win thinking, and so, those scriptures that arise out of or respond to those kinds of scenarios are the ones that we need to claim and proclaim.  The other verses, the ones with a “my way or the highway” worldview, won’t save us.

Now, it might be that by this point I’ve lost some of you.  You might be thinking, “We started talking about following Jesus—how did we end up talking about fighting global warming?”  But I think the connection between those two things is a lot closer than we were probably taught.  Jesus was certainly interested in spiritual salvation, which is to say, spiritual healing, reconnection with God.  But I’m convinced that his view of salvation wasn’t limited to personal, private salvation.  He spoke, after all, not about earning a place in heaven, but of the nearness of the Kingdom of God, an image that certainly involved the healing and reconnecting of community and the healing and reconnecting of the world.  His message and his ministry constantly refers back to that image, the Kingdom of God.  His healings are signs of what is to come, his call to faithfulness is a preparation for what is to come.

“Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  That signature prayer has as much to do with why I confidently call myself a Christian as anything.  I feel like my heart yearns for the same thing that Jesus’ heart yearned for, and I feel like he lived his life along the vector of those yearnings.  This is not to say that everything that has been done in his name over the last 2,000 years has been good.  I’m with his disciples on that—just because someone invokes Jesus’ name doesn’t necessarily mean that his life is in line with Jesus’ teaching and his model.  But I don’t think in the end that Jesus came to start a brand name or a tribe that would separate itself off from all others.  Rather, I think Jesus came to lead people into new connections and new relationships—with God, but also with their neighbors and people they didn’t even think of as their neighbor.  For me, being a Christian means not just having faith IN Jesus or in his name, but rather to have the faith OF Jesus, which is to say, the belief that not just one tribe, but the whole of creation is worth saving.  That’s the faith that allowed him to make room for other healers and room for Samaritans and room for tax collectors and room, in the end, for me.

“Whoever isn’t against us is for us.”  I’m a Christian because I am for Jesus Christ.  I want to head in the direction he pointed which I am convinced is not only the direction of my own salvation, but that of the world.


-This is NOT the same as being for tolerance—that whatever you believe in is fine, that it doesn’t matter, etc.  


-this is about having your priorities clear—what’s important is the Kingdom of God, and can recognize that God is at work in the lives of others, etc.


-Passionately attached to the Kingdom Come on Earth, which we know about because Jesus showed it to us.  That allows us to have a boundary—to understand what it means to be FOR Jesus.

Clarity comes—ironically—not by judging and evaluating other people, but by being increasingly attached YOURSELF to the Kingdom of God.

Thought:  oh, as long as I don’t oppose Jesus, I’m good to go…


-much rather have it be an opt out system than an opt in…

So what is the point of following Jesus?  This is different from coming to a point where you care less and less about what anyone believes….


That is religious tolerance—too weak of a value.


Instead, we become more and more attached to the values that Jesus was for—and then we look for allies, look for partners, find ways to pursue those values and NOT just ways to push his brand name…
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