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Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29, Mark 9:38-50 

 
In the name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 Let me begin with a very solemn verse from this morning’s Gospel Lesson. In 
it, our Lord Jesus warns us to not lead our little ones astray. The verse goes like 
this: 
 

42Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me 
to sin, it would be better for him if a great millstone were 
hung round his neck and he were thrown into the sea. (Mark 
9:38-50, RSV) 

 
This is a verse I take very seriously. All pastors should. It reminds us that in our 
ministry, souls are at stake and that on the great Judgment Day, we will be 
accountable for our ministry to them. Indeed, it is not just pastors who should heed 
this verse, but also parents, Sunday School teachers, and congregational leaders. 
We do not want the ministry of our congregation to harm the little ones who 
believe in Jesus -- including us grey-haired little ones who go on believing in Jesus 
even after all these years. 
 Jesus, then, continues in this solemn ways. He teaches us that heaven is worth 
everything. His strong words go this way: 
 

43And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for 
you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go to hell, to 
the unquenchable fire. 4445And if your foot causes you to sin, 
cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than with two 
feet to be thrown into hell. 4647And if your eye causes you to 
sin, pluck it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of 
God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, 
48where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched. 
(Mark 9:43-48, RSV) 

 
 I remember that Fr. Richard John Neuhaus once referred to this text. Someone 
asked him how it was that priests could bring themselves to sexually abuse young 
people in their charge. I think that Fr. Neuhaus gave the real and true answer. He 
said that the reason those priests could do that was that they no longer believed in 
“the worm that dieth not, and the fire that is not quenched.” They simply no longer 
believed. 
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But do not cut off your hand 
 Now, this text speaks of cutting off your hand and foot and plucking out your 
eye. To this I hasten to say, Don’t you dare go around cutting off your hand or 
your foot or plucking out your eye! Well, maybe there could be an exception, like 
that young man whose arm got stuck in the canyon wall, and with great courage he 
cut off his arm in order to survive.1 But short of some emergency like that, please 
do not go around maiming yourself. Doing harm to yourself is not what Jesus 
means. 
 Now I am not disagreeing with our Lord’s preaching. Certainly not! I am just 
trying to rule out one possible interpretation of it. So, to our Lord’s admonition, 
“If thy hand causes you to sin, cut it off,” let us all agree to say, “Ah, but my hand 
does not cause me to sin! It does not cause me to sin and never will. If I sin, it is 
not because of my hand, but because of the weakness and weariness of my 
character. It is because of the vice I have let creep into my soul. It is my own fault. 
It is not the fault of my hand.” 
 I mean, that would be awful, that would be spooky, to have a hand with a mind 
of its own, causing us to sin! But, fear not. Our Maker has not constructed us so! 
We do not have wicked hands or feet or eyes. We just have the good hands and 
feet and eyes our Lord gave us, and we should not put them down or harm them. 
 No mangling of flesh, then! No deliberate cutting ourselves with razors or self-
flogging with whips or any such thing. There is enough misery in this world 
without us harming our own bodies. 
 Indeed, let us honor our bodies. Goodness sakes, your bodies are beautiful, 
each one of you! The mere sight of you lifts the heart of each of us. Do not go 
around harming your body. We believe in the resurrection of the body. How else 
am I going to recognize you in heaven? We need our bodies. They will be better in 
the resurrection - “glorified bodies,” we believe - but they will still be our bodies, 
else how in the world could it be we who are there? So, let us take to heart the 
words of St. Paul about our bodies: 
 

19Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 
Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not 
your own; 20you were bought with a price. So glorify God in 
your body. (1 Corinthians 6:19-20, RSV) 

 

A maximum symbol 
 Now that I have gotten that off my chest -- do not go around cutting off your 
hand or maiming yourself in any way -- let me turn to what I think is a truer 
interpretation of our Lord’s teaching here. I think that Jesus is giving us a 
maximum symbol for how important it is that we seek holiness of life. It is as if he 
is saying, “By all that is precious to you, by your very hands and feet and eyes, do 
                                              
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aron_Ralston 
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not trade heaven for sin.” He speaks of a stark alternative: selling our souls to 
Satan, or striving for him - Jesus - and for heaven. He speaks of the direction in 
which we are trying to go: Are we trying to faithfully follow along with Jesus, or 
are we settling down and become comfortable in the land of sin? His words about 
cutting off our hand or foot or eye are akin, then, to his saying about “what does it 
a profit a person”: 
 

For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, 
and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange 
for his soul? (Matthew 16:26, KJV) 

 
 Or, another of his sayings – this time about “treasure”: 
 

19Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth 
and rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break through and 
steal: 20But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not 
break through nor steal: 21For where your treasure is, there 
will your heart be also. (Matthew 6:19-21, KJV) 

 
 These are sayings that ask us to search our souls and to try to rouse ourselves 
from complacency with sin. “And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off,” then, 
means “Do not sin,” but with maximum earnestness. It means, fight the good fight 
of Christian discipleship. Strive onwards for holiness of life like that of Christ 
Jesus. 
 

There is need for such exhortations 
 And this side of heaven, there is continual need for such exhortations, for most 
of us are prone to drowsiness and a kind of romanticism about sin. We think to 
ourselves, “Well, sin is not so bad. In fact, I have some pretty good memories of 
sin. Everyone does it! The Bible teaches that we can never be entirely free of sin. 
So, truth be told, I’d rather like to return to it.” 
 That is, we are liable to echo the dreamy, lazy sigh of the Israelites in today’s 
First Lesson. Here they are, free people heading toward the Promised Land. But 
they get weary along the way, and begin to long for the cruel days back when they 
were slaves in Egypt: 
 

…and the people of Israel also wept again, and said, “O that 
we had meat to eat! 5We remember the fish we ate in Egypt 
for nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, 
and the garlic; 6but now our strength is dried up, and there is 
nothing at all but this manna to look at.” (Numbers 11:4-6, 
RSV) 
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What romanticism! What distortion of reality! They were slaves back there in 
Egypt. They were not free people, but at the beck and call of others, as if they 
were machines or animals. Their firstborn sons were killed (Exodus 1:16)  and the 
rest of them were being worked to the bone in a deliberate attempt to extinguish 
the Hebrew race! And now they speak of “the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks.” 
No wonder Moses is fit to be tied with them: 
 

13Where am I to get meat to give to all this people? For they 
weep before me and say, ‘Give us meat, that we may eat.’ 14I 
am not able to carry all this people alone, the burden is too 
heavy for me. 15If thou wilt deal thus with me, kill me at 
once, if I find favor in thy sight, that I may not see my 
wretchedness.” (Numbers 11:13-15, RSV) 

 
 Alas, we poor human beings are capable of this. It is not just the Israelites of 
old who can long for the good old days of slavery, but you and I can do that too. It 
is a trick of the devil, who would dearly love to draw us back into the ways of sin, 
whispering to us continually, “Ah, you should taste the cucumbers there, the 
melons, the leeks. Yummm!” 
 

The Grand Inquisitor 
 This human temptation to cast off freedom and to return to slavery in Egypt is 
the main subject of one of the most famous chapters in western literature: “The 
Grand Inquisitor” in Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. I had best 
not linger now to discuss that chapter, except to mention its central theme. Ivan 
Karamazov expresses the human temptation toward slavery with these words: 
 

I tell Thee that man is tormented by no greater anxiety than to 
find some one quickly to whom he can hand over that gift of 
freedom with which the ill-fated creature is born.2  

 
 St. Paul too warns us about the temptation to fall back into sin, which he 
considers to be a sorrowful slavery. The apostle pleads with us to throw off 
slavery to sin in favor of a new kind of bondage, for which he uses the marvelous 
phrase “slaves of righteousness.” 
 

17But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin 
have become obedient from the heart to the standard of 
teaching to which you were committed, 18and, having been set 
free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness. (Romans 
6:17-18, RSV) 

                                              
2 Dostoyevsky, Fyodor, The Brothers Karamazov, translated by Constance Garnett. Kindle 
Edition.(p. 278).  
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Freely following Jesus 
 When we were baptized, we occupied the same position as did the fishermen 
along the Sea of Galilee long ago. Jesus walked by and summoned us, “Come, 
follow me.” We have been following ever since, as best we can. And it is with us 
as it was with those fishermen from long ago: we follow freely, else we do not 
follow at all. Jesus did not kidnap the fishermen or conscript them. He did not 
handcuff them to himself or drive them with a whip. They were free to follow him 
and they were free to leave. And in the moment of crisis, they all left.  
 

48And Jesus answered and said unto them, Are ye come out, 
as against a thief, with swords and with staves to take me? 49I 
was daily with you in the temple teaching, and ye took me 
not: but the scriptures must be fulfilled. 50And they all 
forsook him, and fled. (Mark 14:48-50, KJV) 

 
They had followed Jesus, not because of ball and chain, not because of promise of 
riches, but because of the goodness of their hearts. They were free to leave Jesus, 
and they did, but to their own sorrow. Indeed, to my mind, one of the saddest lines 
in the Bible is the one where Peter, who has denied Jesus, says to his fellow 
disciples, “I go a fishing”: 
 

Simon Peter saith unto them, I go a fishing. They say unto 
him, We also go with thee. (John 21:3, KJV) 

 
It is like the Israelites in today’s story. They remember the cucumbers and melons 
of Egypt, and say, “I go back to slavery.” 
 Like the disciples of old, we follow Jesus freely, or not at all. We follow 
because of the goodness of our hearts, because we want to align ourselves with his 
way of love in this world. But no one forces us to follow, and, indeed, we are 
sometimes tempted to part ways with Jesus. We phrase arguments to ourselves, 
trying to justify leaving Jesus behind. We take refuge in grand ideas or our 
individual circumstances. But always, we leave Jesus behind to our own sorrow. 
And it is always best for us to return. 
 Let me mention some techniques by which we leave Jesus and head off back to 
Egyptian slavery. I speak of burdens. I speak of temptations toward giving up the 
good fight to walk closely with Jesus. I speak of ways of life that somehow 
function as refuge for us against our Lord’s call to holiness of life. Let me mention 
three such temptations: (1) abuse of alcohol. (2) the wounds of childhood. And (3) 
genetic predispositions that make it hard for us to stick closely to Christ. 
 So, first, alcohol: Alcohol has defeated many good people. It has defeated 
many strong people. And its inner lure seems to be a desire to alter consciousness. 
I confess that I might not know what I am talking about here, because though I am 
a great sinner, I happen not to abuse alcohol. I have never actually had a beer or a 



 6

whiskey. I’ve tasted beer, I love beer commercials, but I don’t drink it. Left to my 
own devices, the only alcohol I would gladly receive is the wine of the Blessed 
Sacrament. I have never been drawn to alcohol. I could see how drunkenness 
altered the consciousness and the personality of my college friends way back then, 
and for all the world, it seemed to me that they were like the Israelites in desert 
crying, “Let me out of here! I can’t stand this anymore. Let me escape into some 
other state.” No! Let us stand fast. Let us take reality straight. We have 
responsibilities and opportunities lying before us. Let’s put it this way, “If drugs 
and alcohol harm your ability to love your family and your neighbors, then cut 
them off and pluck them out. It is better for you to enter heaven parched of drugs 
and alcohol than to enter hell drunk out of your mind.” Note, I say, “if.” If 
drinking does not harm your discipleship, then fine. But if it does, try to back off 
from it. 
 Second, the wounds of childhood: We are blessed to live in a city with great 
doctors and psychotherapists and wise friends to help us along in case we are 
suffering from a bad childhood. Such struggles are holy ground that I hesitate to 
talk about in broad terms. But maybe I can suggest this: Even if we have had a bad 
childhood, try not to let that bad childhood rob us of a good future. Let us not say, 
“I cannot walk with Christ because I was damaged by my bad experiences, and I 
suspect that Christ wants only healthy people to walk with him.” Do not say that 
because it is not true. It is one of the most precious sayings in the Bible that “Jesus 
is a friend to sinners.” He loved the lame, the blind, the deaf, the dumb, the 
possessed, the insane, the outcast, the tax collector, the adulterer. So, if we have 
been damaged in any way by our past experiences, let us try to boldly march 
forward into the freedom of Christ. Let us join that motley crowd of folks who 
follow Jesus, and in following him, bit by bit became better. Let us not try to flee 
back to Egypt, sighing and saying that we are not suited for Jesus, because each of 
us suited for him! He desires each of us. So proudly walk ahead with him. 
 And finally, let me mention built-in burdens that tempt us to take refuge in 
them, like siren voices singing, “You do not need to keep walking with Christ. 
You can take refuge in the idea that you are different from other folks.” For 
example, suppose you were born with a fiery temper. Scientists might even be able 
to point to some rare genetic combination associated with your fierce temper. It 
wasn’t your environment that made you so feisty. You were just born that way. 
Well, let it be so. Nonetheless, do not try to evade our Lord’s call to love and 
peace by saying, “But I am an explosive person. I get mad quick, and my anger 
burns hot.” I do not doubt that that is so. I am simply saying that you suffer a 
burden that other folks are spared, but try with all your might to not let that burden 
by your undoing. If you have a fiery temper, work hard at controlling it. Don’t let 
it do you or your neighbors harm. 
 In general, you and I are made for Jesus. We are made to walk with him and to 
love this world as he loves this world. Sin disrupts this walk. Sin is like Egypt 
calling to us: “Come back! Come back and enjoy my cucumbers and melons and 
leeks.” Close your ears to that luring cry back to slavery. Let us enjoy the 
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adventure that lies before us each day to be “little Christs” in this world for the 
welfare of our neighbor and for the nobility of our own souls. Let it be with us as 
St. Paul said: 
 

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do 
not submit again to a yoke of slavery. (Galatians 5:1, RSV) 

 
Through the grace and merits of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory, 
with the Father and the Holy Spirit now and forever. Amen. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


