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A couple of months ago, I was doing planning for worship themes and scriptures and sermons 
for this month and I was excited about the possibilities for this Sunday.  I noted with delight that 
October 7 was to be this year’s World Communion Sunday, a day that I have learned to treasure 
each year.  As time grew closer, I continued to be excited about our service today, about the 
possibilities for a sermon that would touch on concepts I hold dear and to which Good Shepherd 
has shown itself to be committed for decades.  My positive anticipation grew as I was invited to 
what I knew would be a significant speech from the former general secretary of the National 
Council of Churches on a closely related topic and I was not disappointed in his remarks at that 
event early this week.  But I must confess to you that my enthusiasm was dealt a pretty 
significant blow by some other events this week.  Not only did I feel myself victimized by the 
same sin I was preparing to preach about but I found myself accused of it as well. 
 
But let us begin, as I believe we always should, with the Scripture for today.  What is the context 
for this story in the Gospel according to Mark?  To what are the disciples reacting and what is it 
in their understanding of their mission from Jesus that he is trying to correct?  Only once we 
have considered how Jesus’ disciples and Mark’s contemporaries might have heard these words 
can we appropriately extrapolate their meaning for us.  How does this pericope relate to the idea 
of World Communion Sunday?  How is it that the unity of the Church, “one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism,” continues to be fractured by human sin and brokenness in the 21st Century?  How are 
we called to lead people together rather than driving people apart? 
 
I don’t often do this but let me ask you, just for a moment, to open the pew Bible nearest to you 
or to open your own Bible if you have it with you.  The passage again is Mark 9:38-41, the first 
half of the lectionary reading of Mark 9:38-50.  You’ll find it on page 35 in the New Testament 
of the pew Bibles…  Before we start passing judgment on the understanding or self-centeredness 
of those nearest Jesus, I want to be sure we take into consideration the events leading up to our 
story today.  If you have one of the pew Bibles, look up and to the left from our passage at the 
upper left corner of page 34.  Our story comes at most a couple of weeks after Peter has 
identified Jesus as the Messiah, the anointed one of God who is to deliver the Jews and usher in 
the reign of God.  Even with Jesus’ subsequent talk about his own death and resurrection and his 
scolding of Peter and his admonition to them not to talk about him as the Messiah, these must 
have been pretty heady days for the disciples.  According to Mark, this pivotal conversation in 
Caesarea Philippi was followed just six days later by Jesus’ trip to a mountain top, accompanied 
by Peter, James and John, when they saw him transfigured, shining with a brilliant white light, 
and accompanied by apparitions they understood to be Moses and Elijah, two of the greatest 
figures in the salvation history of Israel.  Here, as at his baptism, Jesus is identified by a voice 
from the sky as the Beloved Son, the one to whom they should listen.  Upon their descent from 
the mountain, Jesus performs a miraculous healing, beyond the power of any of his disciples who 
have begun in his name to perform healing acts of their own.  He then continues to confound 
them by returning to talk about his death, something that simply does not make sense to their 
understanding of what the Scriptures say about the Messiah. 
 
Look now at the story immediately before our passage, beginning in verse 33 of chapter 9.  They 
are back at what has become their base in Capernaum of Galilee, safe at home.  No doubt 
reviewing the events of the last weeks among themselves just as we have, they are excited about 
the future.  They are convinced beyond doubt that they are following the one anointed by God.  
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They are convinced beyond doubt that Jesus is uniquely blessed by the God of Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob.  They are convinced beyond doubt that Jesus can do anything and will free them from 
Rome and bring an unprecedented era of health and prosperity and peace as he claims the throne 
of his ancestor David.   They undoubtedly ignore his words which they do not understand about 
the fate that awaits him in Jerusalem.  They are too happy and excited to pay attention to that. 
 
And so, confident in their places as those closest to Jesus, they begin to argue.  Which of them 
will be the greatest in the new kingdom?  Would it be Peter, the first to confess him as Messiah?  
James or John, the sons of Zebedee whose home may have been that base in Capernaum?  Judas, 
who’d been honored already by being made treasurer of the group?  It is easy, when you become 
convinced that you are one of the chosen, one of the ones who is special in God’s sight, one of 
the ones who truly understands the plan of God, to become self-absorbed, to draw lines between 
your group and “others,” even to draw a line around yourself and God to the exclusion of 
everyone else. 
 
But Jesus had a word for his puffed-up disciples: “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all 
and servant of all.”  It is a lesson repeated in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke as well.  It is 
Jesus’ reminder to them of the great admonition from the prophet Micah: “He has told you, O 
mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”  Jesus’ words here also hearken back to the 
prophet Isaiah, from whom he often quoted: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are 
your ways my ways, says the Lord.” 
 
John, a bright young man, seems to get at least part of the lesson.  We can almost trace his 
thought process in the transition: OK, it’s not alright for us to jockey for position amongst each 
other but surely we’re better off than those outside the circle of Jesus’ followers.  “Rabbi,” he 
says, “we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he 
was not following us.”  That must be OK, right?  That guy can’t participate in the blessings of 
God, because he’s not one of us!  He hasn’t been following you like we have.  He wasn’t on the 
mountain.  He doesn’t have the whole truth! 
 
Once again, Jesus is quick to correct a self-centered attitude: “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.” 
 
It is easy and tempting for us to dismiss these all too human mistakes by the disciples as simply 
more of what seems to be their constant misunderstanding and bumbling but we should not be 
too hasty.  It is so easy to forget to walk humbly with God.  It is so easy to forget that we do not 
have a corner on the truth.  It is so easy to forget that the command to love God with all our heart 
and mind and soul and strength is paired with the command to love our neighbor as ourselves. 
 
It is especially easy for us in this time to fall prey to these temptations when the culture in which 
we live pushes us toward tribalism and its more modern manifestations of nationalism and party 
spirit.  It has been just a few years ago when a president of these United States stood before the 
world and drew the line of exclusion: “You are either with us or against us.”  It was a denial of 
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the spirit of common humanity that welled up across the world in the first days following the 
tragedies of 9/11.  It was a demand that either the world march lockstep to the tune of the US 
Military’s piper or consider themselves our enemy.  It was a direct abrogation of the reconciling 
spirit of Jesus, who said, “Whoever is not against us is for us.” 
 
That holy spirit of reconciliation is the spirit of an observation like World Communion Sunday.  
Such a day is a reminder to us that the divisions that humans have established between 
themselves are as nothing to the Creator of All.  It is a reminder for those of us who are in Christ 
that we may learn from each other’s diverse ways and cultures and beliefs but that we are one 
Body in Christ.  On this day, we proclaim that despite national origin, despite language, despite 
race, despite denomination or creed or non-creedalism, we are One.  We may not recognize all 
those who work in the name of Jesus, they may not belong to our group or look like us or talk 
like us or act like us, but they are nonetheless his. 
 
The spirit of reconciliation, the spirit of World Communion Sunday, is also the spirit of what is 
sometimes called the Ecumenical Movement.  For those who aren’t familiar with the term, this 
refers to the cross-denominational effort to bring together in various ways Christians from all 
churches, denominations and sects.  The movement, which takes as its rallying point the prayer 
of Jesus in John 17 that all who followed him might be one, received a great boost during the 
deliberations of the Second Vatican Council, or Vatican II, which began 50 years ago next 
Thursday.  It is a movement that has been important to me since my teen years, when I began to 
reject the idea that the faith of my non-Baptist but Christian friends must in some way be inferior 
to my own.  I believe that one of the many reasons we have found a good match between 
congregation and pastor here is that ecumenism has also been a historic part of the orientation of 
Good Shepherd Baptist Church.  Part of your charge to me, as detailed in the job description I 
was provided, has been to “maintain a cooperative relationship with… local ecumenical 
organizations.”  Your prayers and encouragement have supported me first in my role as member 
and then convener of the South Snohomish County Ministerial Association, then as board 
member, committee chair and Treasurer of the Church Council of Greater Seattle, and now as 
President of that body. 
 
One of the great leaders in the ecumenical movement in the United States and, indeed, globally 
for over three decades is Rev. Dr. Michael Kinnamon.  Ordained in the Disciples of Christ 
church, Dr. Kinnamon has served five seminaries as either professor or dean, and has held posts 
with the World Council of Churches, Churches Uniting in Christ, and the National Council of 
Churches, where he was most recently General Secretary, resigning just a few months ago for 
reasons of health.  For the next three years, he will be a visiting professor at Seattle University’s 
School of Theology and Ministry and last week he gave his first formal address in that post.  I 
was deeply moved by his speech in which he challenged fellow Christians to teach the lessons of 
the ecumenical movement to the world, particularly during election season.  Contemporary 
political life, he said, is characterized by three traits, polarization, fearfulness and selfishness, 
which are contrary to the way of Jesus.  But those of us who have been engaged in the 
ecumenical movement have hard-learned lessons to bring to bear.  “Hasn’t the experience of the 
past hundred years taught us how and why to stay at the table, even with those with whom we 
profoundly disagree?  Haven’t we learned… the necessity of looking for gifts of the Spirit in 
places we didn’t expect?” 
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The problem, of course, is that even those of us who have been pursuing ecumenical 
relationships for years are still heirs to the same divisive party-spiritedness that caused John and 
his friends to try to suppress the good works of the one who did them in the name of Jesus but 
without the imprimatur of the disciples.  Just as they rejected one who called on Jesus but wasn’t 
one of them, so we often decide that anyone who doesn’t do it our way can’t possibly be part of 
the Body of Christ or at least is in serious need of our correction.  We find it easy to lose our 
humility, to lose, as Michael Kinnamon said, “a recognition of our own sinfulness and partiality, 
an awareness that we can be wrong and are always in need of correction.” 
 
To combat this failing, Dr. Kinnamon says, we must admit that our perceptions are by our very 
nature limited and “partial.”  He was here echoing Paul’s great first letter to the Corinthians in 
which he reminded those brothers and sisters that we see the truth of God “as through a glass, 
darkly.”  We must carefully hear the perspective of the brothers and sisters with whom we are in 
disagreement, weighing their input and adding it to our understanding in order to have a more 
complete view of God’s truth.  “Civil listening to the other is not compromise,” he said, “it is 
fidelity to the crucial conviction that God is God and we aren’t.” 
 
I mentioned at the outset that I had been disturbed this week by the outworking in daily life of 
this Scripture and its concepts.  For some months, the board of directors of the Church Council 
of Greater Seattle has been debating how to respond to Referendum 74, the request for voter 
ratification of the measure passed by the legislature and signed by the governor to grant equality 
in marriage rights to same-sex couples.  One group on the Board has wanted the Council to 
endorse the referendum.  Others, myself included, have countered with the argument that as an 
ecumenical body, the Council cannot speak where there is no consensus even among the 
denominations represented on the Council.  This has nothing to do with whether or not individual 
Council members are for or against the proposal.  It is, in our eyes, simply a recognition that 
faithful Christians stand on both sides of this issue and that we are called to respect the 
prayerfulness and integrity with which our sisters and brothers have come to their conclusion 
whether or not we agree with it.  Some of those calling for the Council’s endorsement of R-74 
believe that I, as Board President, have inappropriately squelched debate.  They feel that I have 
not allowed their perspective to be heard.  I, on the other hand, feel unjustly accused but I must 
be absolutely sure to act with justice, mercy and humility toward these brothers.  To fail to do so 
would be a failure to my own principles, to the principles of ecumenism and to the teachings of 
Jesus. 
 
It is, after all, how we are called to comport ourselves in the world and in obedience to Christ.  
None of us are God; none of us has the whole truth.  But if we allow ourselves to be bound 
together in love, across the lines of national borders, across the lines of race, across the lines of 
denomination, across the lines of creed or lack thereof, then we can truly be the Body of Christ.  
Today, my friends, is World Communion Sunday.  Today, we proclaim that even in our 
brokenness and sin, even in our failures to love and listen, in the great mystery of the Church, we 
are indeed the Body of Christ – broken, bloody, beaten but ready to rise and walk, in the promise 
of our baptisms, toward each other, toward the Beloved Community, toward the banquet, 
symbolized here and prepared for us by Our Savior and by our Loving Creator.  For this promise 
of unity in love, thanks be to God. 


