
 This is tough.  There’s no way around it.  Our reading from the 
Gospel of Mark today is just really tough to hear.  It’s confusing and it’s 
harsh, even, and it’s filled with all sorts of images and language that we 
would rather not hear from Jesus.  Truth be told, there’s a lot here that we 
just don’t have the time to unpack.  We would need an entire Bible study 
just to dig into the nuances and subtleties of this passage and so I’m sorry 
to say that if you’ve got questions about this text, not all of them will be 
answered today.  Most of them probably won’t.  I would love to hear those 
questions, though, so find me after worship.  But suffice it to say that this 
passage is largely about one of the things that Jesus simply cannot 
tolerate, one thing that really gets under his skin and drive him up the wall.  
It’s about bad religion.   

No, I’m not referring to the punk band, but about religion when it’s 
done badly.  I’m talking about religion that demands conformity as the mark 
of genuine faith.  I’m talking about the ways that religion is used as a 
gatekeeper to determine who is allowed in and who is not.  I’m talking about 
religion that forgets who it puts its faith in, religion that is not of God, but of 
our own making.  And it turns out, that Jesus really, really does not like this 
one bit. 

Ordinarily in the Gospels, we’re used to the targets of Jesus ire 
being the Pharisees or Sadducees, the religious elite, the scribes and 
priests.  I mean, they’re the poster children for bad religion – for much of 
the time, anyway.  But today, there are no Pharisees.  There are no scribes 
or high priests or any of the usual suspects.  There are only the disciples.  
You know, the ones whom Jesus called, the ones who are brought into this 
ministry of God come near to liberate and free the beloved creation from 
the powers of sin and death.  Those disciples are the ones who perpetuate 
bad religion today. 

I’m sure many of you have experienced bad religion before and, 
truth be told, we’ve all been perpetuators of it as well.  I know I have.  And 
passages like this one are an incredibly stark reminder of just how much 
hurt bad religion can cause.  When I was in college, I had no desire to ever 
be a pastor and so it’s hard to say whether I should be grateful for this 
experience or not.  But as I approached graduation, seminary and ordained 
ministry became a very real possibility for me.  Until it almost all fell apart 
because of bad religion.  I mentioned to a classmate that I was strongly 
considering going to seminary to be a pastor.  The response I got was, 
“Well you should probably get baptized for real before you do that.”  Upon 
seeing the confusion on my face, they added on, “You know being baptized 
as a baby doesn’t count, right?” 

Bad religion hurts.  And that’s maybe putting it mildly.  For me, it led 
to a crisis.  I began to wonder who I was, what I believed.  Was I really 
wrong this whole time?  Was I not a beloved child of God?  Now, I don’t tell 

this story to cast judgement or feelings of ill-will toward this classmate, but 
I do think, that even when intentions are good, bad religion is still 
destructive.  And it’s why Jesus speaks so harshly about it.  It’s why Jesus’ 
words cannot simply be brushed aside.  We cannot hear these words and 
laugh it off like, “Oh that Jesus… Always getting worked up about these 
things…”  Jesus’ words should be heard with a careful ear and a discerning 
heart that is open to admitting that we, dear church, sometimes get in the 
way. 

The disciples come to Jesus and you get this sense that they are 
quite proud of what they have done.  They certainly feel as though they’ve 
done the right thing – what Jesus would have wanted them to do. And they 
say to Jesus, “We saw someone casting out demons in your name and we 
tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  We know nothing about 
this person, except that they do not conform to the disciples’ expectations.  
He’s not following us, so he must be wrong.  He’s not part of our group, 
he’s not an insider like us, so he must be stopped.  He must not be as 
worthy.  Bad religion abounds and thrives on insider and outsider language.  
Bad religion lives on the belief that there are those who are right and those 
who are wrong and they’re wrong because they don’t do the things the right 
ones do. 

But did you notice something about the disciples?  They come to 
Jesus and their first words are, “We saw someone.”  But they didn’t see 
God.  The man was casting out demons, he was freeing people from this 
incredible bondage so that they could have renewed life and hope, and he 
was doing it in Jesus’ name.  He was doing the liberating work of God, just 
as the disciples did a few chapters earlier, and yet the disciples could not 
see God at work in this man.  They only saw him as one outside of their 
group and thus concluded, that he must not belong.  He must be stopped. 

My friends in Christ, this is a tough word to hear.  But it would also 
seem that based on Jesus’ words, it is a necessary word.  We are not 
exempt from bad religion, from creating barriers and putting up stumbling 
blocks, that even with the best intentions, keep others from the liberating 
grace of God in Christ.  In truth, God is at work in the world – the whole 
world.  And the ministry of God to renew and restore the world cannot be 
held captive to our ideas of what church must be, what faith must look like.  
Instead, we are called to see and to embrace the incredible, diverse, unique 
work of God in the world.  For faith takes on many shapes and colors and 
expressions.  And wherever there is love, wherever lives are being freed to 
be more fully who God created them to be, wherever these things abound, 
Christ is present.  The same Christ who leads us into newness of life.  So 
let us rejoice when the goodness of God is done.  Let us rejoice when such 
love is being made known in the world. And let us not prevent or hinder 
others from such love, but share it.  For there is only one rule to faith in this 
God of love – no one is beyond it.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


