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• In two medieval manuscript images, Rudolf von Ems nicely illustrates the 
situation. Moses is frustrated ~ and who wouldn’t be, at such a moment? 
He’s trying to lead a bunch of lamenting and back-biting Israelites through 
the wilderness. Wailing and weeping, his people long for their old 
homeland, and for its cucumbers, melons, and leeks. But they seem to have 
forgotten an inconvenient fact ~ that they were slaves in the old country. 
They don’t acknowledge God’s mercy in having led them out of Egpyt, on 
their journey to deliverance. And, during their exodus, they complain about 
God’s gift of the manna. Like snow coming down from above, bread 
descends from heaven, allowing them to eat every day! Their criticism 
provoke God’s anger in a curious way. After the manna, God later sends 
down quails for them to eat, as the second image imaginatively portrays. 

• In the face of these complaints, all Moses can do is throw up his hands in 
prayer. And God answers! God tells Moses to gather seventy elders and 
leaders at the tent of meeting. The Lord then takes some of the spirit resting 
on Moses, and puts it on the seventy. When God’s spirit touches them, they 
prophesy. God’s Spirit is made evident in ecstatic utterances and trances.  1

• To everyone’s surprise, two men back at the camp, who are not among the 
seventy, are also touched by the same spirit. This is confusing! Though the 
two bear the same signs of God’s spirit, it happens outside the expected 
pattern! Joshua voices this concern, and begs Moses to forbid the two from 
acting in this way. But Moses says to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? 
Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put 
his spirit on them!” 

• We hear a similar concern expressed by Jesus’ disciples in our Gospel 
reading. Through John, they ask Jesus to address a problem. “Teacher, we 
saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him.” 
The problem is not that someone besides Jesus is casting out demons and 
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performing miraculous signs. For Mark has already described how Jesus 
commissioned the disciples to heal and cast out demons.  The problem is 2

that these exorcisms are being done by someone who is not one of Jesus’ 
followers. The same challenge arises later when the newly converted Paul 
begins to speak and act as if he was a disciple, and a member of the 12. 

• In response, Jesus challenges his disciples using remarkably expansive 
words: “whoever is not against us, is for us.” So, anyone who does not speak 
or work against us, can be counted as being with us. Even those who are 
ambiguous in their commitments; even those who are not so active in 
church attendance or programs. But in saying this, Jesus is not giving them 
or us room for backsliding; he is not letting us be casual about who he is. 
Jesus’ distinction is between those who are open to God's Kingdom and 
those who are closed to it. 

• Jesus is concerned about access to the Kingdom. He wants to allow the 
widest opportunity for people to come to a saving knowledge of him. By 
this, Jesus is not promoting universal salvation. He is talking about the 
universal availability of God’s Kingdom. His next words put the focus 
squarely on the power of his name, and on the importance of being 
identified with it. “Whoever gives you a cup of water because you bear the 
name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.” Now, how else will people 
know that we bear the name of Christ, but that we speak it, and live it in 
ways that bring glory to his name? 

• It’s like what happens in the Moses story. Jesus wants us to be open. He 
wants us to be able to discern God’s power and presence in places and 
persons where we are not expecting it. Even more, he wants us to be open 
to God’s Spirit, as well. In some ways, we already get this: ecumenical 
progress has led us to recognize our one-ness in Christ, across 
denominational boundaries. It has led to fuller appreciation of the 
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importance of Baptism. As we see in Jesus’ own life, Baptism brings the gift 
of the Holy Spirit and the beginning of ministry. This is what the New 
Testament teaches. This teaching is at the center of our Book of Common 
Prayer. No longer is it possible to say the Holy Spirit is only given at a later 
point, such as confirmation; or, that it is only given to a few. Nor can we say 
that it only given along with the gifts of tongues and prophecy, as with 
Moses’ 70 elders; or as to the Apostles at Pentecost; or according to what 
some churches experience and teach today. Every baptized person receives 
a full measure of the grace of the Holy Spirit. And we all bear the name and 
presence of Christ. 

• How open are we to the implications of this truth? How open are we to 
seeing persons around us as ministers who bear a full measure of God’s 
power in the Holy Spirit? How much do we expect to see Christ himself in 
the faces, the words and actions, of our friends? Or, in those with whose 
politics we strongly disagree? Of course, we cannot be indifferent to these 
overlapping questions. Even if other people give us reason for believing 
they are not of us, if they are baptized, they then bear a full measure of the 
Lord’s Spirit. 

• If wondering about others in this way seems difficult, here’s an even harder 
question: are we open to seeing ourselves as having a full measure of God’s 
presence and the power of the Holy Spirit? Most of us spend a lot of time 
counting the excuses for why we couldn’t really be bearers of the Spirit of 
God. But why do we find it so easy to deny that God’s grace, and Jesus’ 
power, ever could shine through our faces and actions? Probably because it 
gets us ‘off the hook.’ And then, we absolve ourselves from considering our 
spiritual potential, and what God might want us to do. 

• All too often, we limit the parameters for God’s presence and work among 
us. Ever since Jesus’ ministry to his own village in Palestine, even well-
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meaning people have gotten in the way of God’s mighty works. This is 
because God in Christ respects our freedom ~ our freedom to imagine, be 
open to, and accept God’s empowering presence. One of the great 
mysteries of the Kingdom is this: the biggest obstacle keeping the Spirit 
from accomplishing God’s purposes in this world is usually our lack of 
openness to it! We don’t anticipate how and where God will make the Spirit 
known in power ~ starting with ourselves! 

• It begins with our concept of who we are, and what we allow ourselves to 
believe. Sometimes, the hardest thing to imagine is that we could be truly 
devoted to God, and genuinely centered in God’s will. But God doesn’t ask 
us to imagine the impossible. God only asks us to imagine reality – that we 
really can delight in God’s will, and lovingly walk in God’s ways. God only 
invites us to do this because the Lord knows that -with the Spirit’s help- we 
can! 

• “The Spirit of the Lord renews the face of the earth.”  This is true. But the 3

amazing thing is that this begins in, and through, us. When God’s 
transforming Spirit begins to renew our hearts, and minds, and attitudes, 
God begins to change the world. We must always remember God’s widely 
distributed Kingdom gifts. For Kingdom gifts always come with Kingdom 
expectations for how they are to be used! 
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Rudolf von Ems, Images based on Numbers 11: The Gift of the Manna; the Descent of the Quails; and 
the Unexpected Descent of God’s Spirit upon Eldad and Medad 
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Mark 9:38-50 

John said to Jesus, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we 
tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” 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. 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. 

“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. 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. 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. 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, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched. 

“For everyone will be salted with fire. 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.” 

Notes:
 For this and some of the following, see Numbers 11, as quoted in the Track 2 Old Testament reading 1

for Proper 21 B, Revised Common Lectionary.

 See Mark 6:6ff, especially 6:13.2

 An antiphon that can be used with Morning Prayer.3
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