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A Jesus By Any Other Name 

 
Let us pray… 
 
A few years ago, my office manager went to empty the curbside mailbox, just like every 
other day.  But on this occasion, one of the envelopes hadn’t gone through the postal 
service; it had clearly just been stuck in the mailbox.  Inside, there was $300 in cash, and 
a note that read, “Please put this to good use”.  Our engines of suspicion went into 
overdrive.  Was this ill-gotten gains that someone was trying to get rid of?  Maybe it was 
stolen, or drug money?  Or maybe someone was trying to assuage guilt for cruel or illegal 
activity.  We knew it was technically possible that someone was just trying to make a 
contribution to an organization that did a lot of good in the community, but, really, what 
were the chances of that.  We never found out the source of the money, but also never 
let go of the notion that the money was somehow tainted.  We wouldn’t even let it go into 
the church’s budget, but passed it right along to the agency in town that coordinates 
services for those in need. 
 
Now, why were we so suspicious?  Every day checks came to the church so with 
expectations that the money would “be put to good use”.  We just call those “stewardship 
pledges” rather than “money laundering”.  Of course, we were suspicious because of the 
anonymity of the donation, and I so rarely see an actual “wad” of cash that the reality was 
off-putting.  But in retrospect it’s interesting that we couldn’t just accept that this was 
simply a donation for us to “put to good use”. 
 
Apparently suspicion is not a new character trait in human beings, not just a product of 
the 24-hour-news cycle.  In this morning’s scripture reading, the disciples are mighty 
suspicious.  And whiny.  The disciple John goes to Jesus, and complains:  “Teacher, we 
saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he 
was not following us.”  The disciples are all uptight, because they saw someone healing 
people, and when the healing was finished, the healer gave Jesus credit, declared that 
the healing energy came through Jesus.  But this healer was not an official card-carrying 
Jesus disciple:  apparently he hadn’t been through the certification program The Twelve 
had completed.   
 
John’s reason for trying to stop the healer – “because he was not following us” – 
indicates that John hasn’t seen this healer in the crowd around Jesus.  This is really 
bugging John, but why?  It’s not like this healer is setting up a competing healing 
practice, he’s actually giving Jesus credit!  Today, John would probably cry, “copyright 
infringement”, and want a portion of the healer’s fees, but Jesus would have abandoned 
John in the wilderness if he’d tried to charge people for healing.  We could consider 
maybe John is worried the healer isn’t doing it right, but John isn’t really one to talk.  Just 
twenty verses, earlier, the disciples couldn’t manage to heal a young boy – apparently 
they forgot to pray before they got started.  So who are they to criticize someone who is 
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actually getting the job done?  Maybe that’s it, maybe the disciples are jealous?  Chances 
are there is something about power and control going on here.  The disciples are feeling 
pretty special, being so close to the God-energy in Jesus.  It’s nice to be part of the “in 
crowd”.  If just ANYBODY can claim connection to Jesus, it kind of defeats the purpose. 
 
Jesus, who isn’t really into psychoanalysis, does not spend any energy wondering WHY 
John is so tied in knots.  He just tells him to knock it off.  “Do not stop him”, Jesus says of 
the healer, “Whoever is not against us is for us.”.  This is exactly what John was afraid of, 
that Jesus would say it’s just fine that the other guy is healing.  Get over it.  It’s the same 
message Jesus would have given me the day we found the money in the mailbox:  stop 
worrying about motivations and legal repercussions, just get that money to my children 
who need it! 
 
“Whoever does works of compassion in my name is just fine”, Jesus says.  And then he 
gets graphic.  He starts talking about cutting off feet and tearing out eyes: “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.”  Inspiring! 
 
I tell you, this is the kind of scripture portion that makes we want to either avoid this 
reading all together, or choose “selected excerpts” and have a big old “dot dot dot” to 
replace the verses about maiming.  But I decided I wanted to use the lectionary passage 
this week, so that we’d be connected to our brothers and sisters around the world who 
follow the Revised Common Lectionary, the three-year-schedule of readings that covers 
most of the bible.  (I won’t follow the lectionary every week, but it’s great to visit now and 
then.)  After choosing to focus on this week’s lectionary reading, I somehow ended up 
amused at Jesus’ little over-the-top speech. 
 
In case you blocked it out when Deb read it, Jesus tells the disciples that they better not 
be an obstacle to anyone’s belief in Jesus and his teachings.  If their hand is an obstacle 
to someone’s belief, they better cut it off!  Same with their feet!  And their eyes!  
Otherwise, they’re going to hell.  Burning, wormy, drowning hell.  This is Jesus at his 
most hyperbolic.  He reminds me of a mom – not any particular mom that I know of 
course, just some other mom – who tells her sons – I mean her children – that if they 
don’t clean their – let’s say, Legos – up off the bedroom floor she is going to pack them 
up every last one and give them away to children who actually appreciate toys and listen 
to their mothers, even the amazing Star Wars ship that they spent two days building and 
she really means it this time!   
 
By chapter nine in the gospel of Mark, Jesus has gotten pretty darn frustrated with the 
disciples, and realizes he has to be a little over-the-top to get their attention.  He wants 
the disciples to stop worrying so much about what other people are doing, and focus on 
their own behavior.  Stop bugging the guy who is healing people because he hasn’t been 
coming to your meetings!  Be grateful he’s caring for people!  And then take a good look 
at yourself and make sure you are following the path of love and justice.  ‘Cause if you’re 
not, you’re in big trouble.  Poor disciples – they come tattling to Jesus, expecting to get 
somebody else in trouble, and they are the ones who get the lecture.   
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And you know who the disciples are, right?  Scholars say the disciples are us – the 
gospel writers use the disciples as a literary vehicle to ask the questions we listeners and 
readers would ask, receive the blessings we need, and do the stupid things that we keep 
doing.  In the decades after Jesus’ death, there was a lot of conflict between groups of 
people who called themselves “Christians”:  each group said that THEY had the right way 
of following Jesus, and the rest had it wrong, so they were going to hell.  Mark’s gospel 
was a wake-up call to those bickering factions that they needed to stop worrying about 
little details and focus on doing the work.  But 2000 years later, Christians are still 
wrangling with each other about the right way to baptize and serve communion and 
decide who gets to be ordained.  Hour after hour is spent at a conference table arguing 
about transubstantiation vs. consubstantiation, while children go to sleep hungry.  In the 
words of the brilliant Anne Lammott, this is the kind of behavior that makes Jesus want to 
drink gin out of the cat dish.   
 
In the scripture story, John witnesses a renegade healing and freaks out.  All he sees is 
someone doing something they aren’t authorized to do.  He tells Jesus about the 
renegade healing.  And all Jesus sees is that a beloved child of God was healed.  That’s 
what Jesus cared about:  that someone was helped, no matter who did the helping.  And 
this is important, because we’re not just the disciples in this scripture passage:  we’re 
whoever that sorry soul was who so desperately needed healing.  Jesus doesn’t fixate on 
some set of rules when we’re hurting:  he just wants us to be made whole again.   
 
After I accepted the call to be your pastor, I had to ask an embarrassing question:  I 
wasn’t completely sure what the church’s name was.  But I discovered once again that 
there are no stupid questions, since I heard several different ways people refer to the 
church: United Church of Christ Boxborough, The Boxborough Church, UCCB.  FYI, 
according to the bylaws, the official name of the church is United Church of Christ, 
Congregational, of Boxborough.  Now, I was actually delighted to hear there wasn’t some 
intense focus on the name of the church.  I decided that meant you are more focused on 
the work the church is doing, rather than where specific credit goes.  (Of course, names 
matter, especially in the era of the internet.  I made sure all the different names, plugged 
into Google, brought people to the correct website, so that helps.  But most people come 
to church because someone invited them, so when you invite your friends just make sure 
they know which church they’re being invited to.) 
 
As I understand it, we are the only community of faith in Boxborough.  That gives us a big 
opportunity, a huge responsibility, and a significant challenge.  First, the big opportunity:  
we are “your community church”, as our website declares, the white meetinghouse in the 
center of town.  When someone moves to town or thinks about going to church for the 
first time, we’re likely to come to mind.  How we have presented ourselves in the 
community and how we welcome the stranger will play a role in determining whether or 
not a visitor stays.  But you already know all this, because you already are so involved in 
town events and have proven yourselves to be very welcoming:  not like the disciples 
checking membership cards, but like Jesus saying “come on in”. 
 
Second, the huge responsibility.  If we are the only church in town, then we are a place 
people are likely to turn to in times of need – when they need a place to hold a funeral or 
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talk about their faltering marriage or find resources for their child’s addiction.  I happen to 
believe that these moments are not extraneous to this church’s ministry, but part of it’s 
core mission:  grace-filled opportunities to care for people in Jesus’ name, just like the 
rogue healer.     
 
Finally, the significant challenge.  As the only church in town, it will take some intentional 
effort to work with other communities of faith.  I am so thrilled we already have a 
relationship with South Acton Congregational Church, and Rev. Katrina and I have begun 
talking about other ways we can collaborate.  And I’m looking forward to meeting next 
month with the regional clergy group.  So thankfully there is already great precedence in 
Boxborough of reaching out to other churches and temples and mosques.  In a world of 
great religious diversity, and where religion is such a source of conflict, I believe it is 
necessary to personally build understanding with people from other religious traditions.  I 
also believe it is deeply beneficial to our own faith, to learn about the beliefs of others.  
We’ll be talking more about this in the months ahead. 
 
Imagine if Mark were writing his gospel today.  For us, for the United Church of Christ, 
Congregational, of Boxborough:   
The disciples come to Jesus.  One of them, John, begins to complain.  “Jesus, we saw 
some woman who is not your follower healing people – she was giving out food, and 
praying with people, and helping them find housing for the night!”   
Jesus says, “That’s fine, remember John, whoever isn’t against us is for us.”  John says, 
“Yes, Jesus, but at least that renegade healer was giving you credit!  This woman isn’t 
mentioning you at all!  And the other day there was a guy offering free medical care in the 
name of Allah!  And right across the street there are some people giving out blankets 
covered with Hindu symbols!”   
And Jesus asked, “John, are the blankets warm?” 
“Um, yes Jesus, I think so,” said John. 
“Then let’s go help them,” said Jesus.   
Amen. 
 


