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Mark 9:38-50 
38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone † casting out demons in your 
name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  39 But Jesus 
said, “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.  40 Whoever is not against us is for us.  41 

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.  
42 “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe 
in me, † it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck 
and you were thrown into the sea.  43 If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; 
it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, † 
to the unquenchable fire. †  45 And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is 
better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell. †  
†  47 And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter 
the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, 
†  48 where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.  
49 “For everyone will be salted with fire. †  50 Salt is good; but if salt has lost its 
saltiness, how can you season it? † Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with 
one another.”  

Some friends who went deer hunting separated into pairs for the day. And that 
night one hunter returned alone, staggering under an eight-point buck. “Where is 
Harry? Asked another hunter. “Oh, he fainted a couple of miles up on the trail,” 
Harry’s partner answered. “And you left him lying there all alone and carried the 
deer back?” “A tough call,” said the hunter, “but I figure no one is going to steal 
Harry.” 
And that story is cousin to the old exclamation, “If I have told you once, I have 
told you a million times not to exaggerate!” 
It is what we call hyperbole, using extravagant language to get a point across. I 
introduce the story and mention the use of hyperbole because, as you heard in the 
gospel from Mark which I just read, you were subjected to such outrageous, 
terrible sounding things as plucking out eyes and cutting off arms in order to get to 
heaven. But we have to recognize that Jesus is using hyperbole here, severely 
exaggerated speech to make a point.  
Anyway, the basic message beneath this hand-lopping and eye-plucking is radical 
decision. That is what the bottom line is. Some of you may have seen some of 
Billy Graham’s presentations on TV or perhaps even live. Wherever he goes he 
gives his audience this final challenge: “Decide! Cut away anything that prevents 
you from a radical decision for Jesus Christ! Decide for Christ!” that is pretty 
much our gospel message. 
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What are we to decide? To discover the answer we turn to a very famous picture 
that you have probably seen reproduced many times; the picture of Jesus standing 
outside a door overgrown with ivy. There is no knocker, no handle on the outside. 
The ideas is that Jesus stands there and knocks but there is no way for him to enter 
unless someone on the other side of the door decides to open it and let him in. it is 
called “The Light of the World” and it is in St. Paul’s Cathedral, London. And it is 
somewhere in our church of St. Stephen the Martyr. Can anyone tell me where it 
is? 
Those of you who have been London know that St. Paul’s has for a long time been 
located in a very busy, commercial area with heavy traffic. The result is that the 
picture got quite dirty. And so the Cathedral staff sent it to one of those places that 
restores art pieces. But when the restorers took the picture out of the frame to clean 
it, they saw something no one was intended to see. On the bottom, underneath the 
molding, the artist had written the words, “Forgive me, Lord Jesus, that I kept you 
waiting so long!” 
The artist had known about Jesus and he had painted him on the other side of that 
door. He just regretted that he took so long to decide to answer and open up to him. 
Again, it is the same gospel message: it is time for radical decision. What decision? 
It is time to open the door to Jesus once and for all. And, like it or not, we must 
decide not just to open one door, but three: the door to the past, the door to the 
present, and the door to the future. 
First, to open the door to the past is to face the reality that “what is done is done.” 
That is it. What we did, you and I, the hurtful things, the heart-breaking things, the 
arrogant things, the unjust things – they are done and we cannot undo them. The 
only way we can deal with past hurts and sins that haunt us is to open the door to 
Jesus. The name that tradition has for this opening is forgiveness. 
Sometimes we do hurtful things or hurtful things may be done to us and, despite 
the passing of time they remain with us along with the resentment and, sometimes 
we separate ourselves from the person who has hurt us, or they separate themselves 
from us. When, perchance, we get together with that person, the hurtful thing is 
still there, like, as they say, an invisible ‘elephant’ sitting in the middle of the 
room. It cannot be ignored, it still affects our thoughts, our actions, our talking, but 
we never acknowledge or mention it, despite the fact it is clearly there as an 
obstruction. That is hyperbole – that ‘invisible elephant’ is an exaggeration of the 
problem or the situation or the difficulty that lies between us. To get rid of the 
‘elephant’ or the hurt, we need to acknowledge that what is done is done and hand 
it over to Jesus and ask for and grant, forgiveness. 
There is a couple in one of Thomas Hardy’s novels who had a daughter named 
Elizabeth, and Elizabeth died. And they agreed, this couple, that if they ever had 
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another child and if that child turned out to be a girl, they would name her 
Elizabeth. And so they did have another child and it turned out to be a little girl 
and they did name her Elizabeth. But it did not help. They realized that they could 
have had fifty daughters and named every one of them Elizabeth and they would 
still miss Elizabeth. Some things in life you do not fix. You have to swallow that 
and accept it. 
There are some things that you and I do not fix: a death, a divorce, a hurt, a 
stupidity, a betrayal, an infidelity. They are there. The only response to these, is 
forgiveness. To decide to open the door to Jesus Christ-of-the-past is simply to go 
to Jesus and ask for forgiveness, and that is it. And you move on to the future. We 
cannot undo what has been done, regret it though we might. We can only submit it 
to the unconditional love of Jesus who can absorb all things. 
The alternative is to keep that door closed, or leave the invisible elephant in the 
room, undisturbed. And people do that. And Jesus – the compassionate Jesus – is 
out there knocking, but if we do not open it we wallow in our guilt and 
recriminations and diminish our lives. Some things in life you cannot fix; they can 
only be forgiven. That is what the gospel is about. It urges, “Make your radical 
decision about the past; namely, cut it off, pluck it out. Open the door of the past to 
Jesus. Ask forgiveness, hand the past over to him, and slam the door shut.” 
Secondly, we must decide to open the door to the present and that means we ask 
ourselves, “What is going on in my life right now? What has to be cut off? What 
has to be plucked out if I am to be whole? What has to be put in perspective?” 
I remember a story about a missionary in China. At that time he and a family – a 
mother, father, and two children –were under house arrest. They had been under 
house arrest living somewhat comfortably for years. Well, one day a soldier came 
in and said, “You can all return to your home in America. But you may take only 
two hundred pounds with you, no more, no less. 
Well, they had been there for years, as I said. Two hundred pounds! So they got the 
scales and the family arguments started with the husband, wife and the two 
children. “Must have this vase, must have this typewriter; it is almost brand new. 
Must have these books. Must have this, must have that.” And so they weighed 
everything and took it off the scale. Weighed it and took it off, until, finally, right 
on the dot, they got two hundred pounds. 
The soldier came the next day and asked, “Ready to go?” they said yes. He said, 
“Did you weigh everything?” they said yes. “Did you weigh the children?” “No, 
we did not.” “Weigh the children,” he said. And in a moment, off went the 
typewriter, off went the books, off went the vase into the trash. The trash. The 
things that clutter our lives and separate us – into the trash. “Cut if off, pluck it 
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out!” the time has come to decide to put things in perspective. That is the moment 
you open the door of the present to Jesus. That is a time of decision for the present. 
The final door to open is the door to the future. This simply means to give 
yourself over to Christ. This is the Christ who said, “Come to me all of you who 
labour and are heavily burdened and I will refresh you.” This is the Christ who 
said, “How often I would gather you as a mother hen gathers her chicks but you 
would not.” This is the Jesus who says, “I am the way and the truth and the life.” 
Decide. Decide what you have to cut off and pluck out to open these three doors. 
And the next time you hear this rather upsetting gospel and remark to yourself, 
“My God, this sounds so gross and so awful!” just remember that this is Jesus’ 
exaggerated way of saying, “Decide!” decide what has to be chucked out of your 
lives in order to be free. Jesus stands at the door and knocks. With the artist we cry, 
“Forgive me, Lord Jesus, that I kept you waiting so long!” 
So open the door of your past. There is forgiveness. Open the door to your present 
and take a look at all the unnecessary and divisive things you have got on the 
scales, and trash them. There is renewal. And open the door to the future. Hand 
over your life. There is promise. On the other side of all these doors stands the 
most unconditional Lover you will ever meet. 
“Behold,” says that Lover, “I stand at the door and knock. Will you open up?” 
This gospel, in its own strong way, demands a decision. 
 
 

- The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
 Sources: William Bausch, A World of Stories  
 
 


