
A Cup of Water

Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22; Psalm 124; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50*

You will note that in this Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus is moving out into the world. Of course, that’s

what Jesus has been doing throughout the Gospel of Mark, moving out into the world. But Jesus is

not just travelling; rather, he is moving into the world doing good—preaching, teaching, healing,

exorcising demons, and opening the eyes of the blind.

Jesus’s disciples move with him. They have learned quite quickly that if they are going to

follow Jesus, they have got to follow him throughout the world doing good. If any of you have

genuinely, sincerely tried to do good in the world, you know that doing good is not just a matter of

good intentions. We are not called simply to do good work on behalf of others in need, but we are to

do good work in Jesus’s name. 

We are to do good in the name of Jesus, that is, in the spirit of Jesus. And the disciples of

Jesus, in today’s Gospel, find out that can be a challenge.

“What are you doing to fight mass incarceration?” the speaker asked in the evening meeting

gathered to talk about the problem of overcrowded jails in the United States, our neighbour to the

south. “We have more people in jail—two million—than any other country in the world, civilized or

uncivilized, democratic or not. America puts more people in jail, many more people, than the Chinese

dictatorship. What are you doing about it? We are here this night to get organized, to do all the things

we need to do to become a force for good in this community.”

A couple of congregations in town had representatives in the meeting. The speaker, a

community activist, was not a church member, not even a self-identified Christian. 

Someone asked, “Are there no people from our denomination who are working in this area?

We ought to find one of our own to guide us if we want to work on the problem of mass
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incarceration.”

“But this guy is the leader of the effort in our community. Who cares where he goes to church

or does not go to church? The main thing is that he is boldly confronting this problem, and he can

help us to do the same.”

So they went to the meeting where the speaker asked rhetorically, “What are you doing to fight

mass incarceration in America?” 

In the ensuing discussion after the speaker’s stirring remarks, one of the church members, a

retired school teacher, said, “What are we doing about this terrible mass incarceration problem? Well

one thing we are doing is, some friends and I make cookies—chocolate chip cookies—for the young

men at the corrections institution outside of town. Whenever one of them has a birthday, we give him

a little batch of cookies tied with a bow. I have seen huge, hulking young men fall to the floor in tears

when we give them those cookies—first birthday present anyone has ever given them. It’s a little

thing, but it’s something that can mean a lot, and it’s something we can do.”

The speaker, the expert on mass incarceration, replied, “Ma’am, I’m glad that you are baking

those cookies, and I’m sure the guys appreciate them, but I’m sorry, that’s not going to do much to

change the problem of mass incarceration. In fact, it may make some people think it’s okay to put

these young men in jail as long as they get a few cookies once a year.”

Now in the story of that evening, and in that brief exchange, I think you have something

roughly analogous to at least two aspects of this morning’s Gospel. Jesus’s disciples come to him

saying, “Master, we saw this unknown guy casting out demons in your name, and we told him to stop

because he wasn’t one of us.” 

And Jesus responded, “No, don’t forbid him to do his good work. Even if he is not part of our

little band of brothers, he’s doing good, and that’s good enough for me.”
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Our church partners with many organizations and individuals that are not part of our church.

As Bill Robertson’s song puts it :Not all the prayin goes on in the pews.” Jesus has commissioned us

to address social ills in our community, and finding these groups to be our allies is obeying Jesus

even though they don’t worship Jesus.

Sometimes, in working with these allies, we find that their good work makes our good works

pale in comparison. Sometimes we have the opportunity to tell them about our church, to witness to

the Christian faith because of relationships we have made with them.

Demon possession seems to have been so widespread in Judea that Jesus appreciated any

help that others, even unknown exorcists, could give him in responding in compassion to such a big

problem. 

Jesus is not just concerned about the needs of  those closest to him, or the troubles of those

who self-identify as his disciples. He came to save the whole world. He is concerned not just with

what’s troubling our hearts, but he also cares about what’s troubling our world. When we work on the

world’s problems, when we think big and tackle the challenges posed by systemic injustice and

structural oppression, we are signalling Jesus’s larger, cosmic, global concerns. If we are not in some

way mixing it up with the demonic, we are not engaging in ministry in the name of Jesus.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus moves, rather surprisingly, from a debate with his disciples about

what to do about an unknown exorcist who, though he does good work in exorcising the demonic,

“wasn’t following us,” to mention of the cup of water given in response to the needs of “little ones.” 

There are some spectacular encounters with demons in Mark’s Gospel. As we have noted in

Sundays past, in going head-to-head with the demonic, Jesus shows that he is in touch with the most

mysterious, perplexing, and powerful forces of evil. Jesus does not just minister to individuals and

their personal needs; he engages and overcomes evil and oppression in whatever guises they
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present themselves.

Jesus also calls his followers to engage in less dramatic acts of mercy—the cup of cold water

offered to a thirsty person, the considerate phone call, the thoughtful text sent to someone who is

having a rough day. We are not to disparage these small but essential acts of kindness. 

Somehow we have to move beyond the idea that we have to do it all, to do “great things” in

order to do the work of Jesus. Barbara Brown Taylor discovered that doing it all herself can take its

toll: “One September a couple of years ago, I had more to do than any one person could, and it was

my own fault. I was not very good at saying no. I liked being needed and I like being liked, and

carrying a heavy load seemed like the best way to get to be both of those. Carrying it alone worked

even better, because I did not have to share the rewards of my labour with anyone else. While I

would not have admitted it at the time and I do not like admitting it now, I somehow had the idea that

God expected more of me than of other people and that I could not let God down.

So I worked a couple of sixty-hour weeks in a row and told myself that I could rest as soon as I

got it all done. I did not sleep well and my back began to hurt, but I pressed on, until one morning an

unexpected thing happened: I could not get out of bed. The muscles in my back had gone on strike

and I could not move. First I panicked, and then I did all the things that religious people do when they

do not like what life has dealt them. I pleaded with God, I bargained with God, I assured God that I

had got the message, that I would slow down and stop playing superwoman if I could just get out of

bed.

No deal. God would not play my game, so there I lay for the next week, my list of things to do

gathering dust on the bureau, my appointment book lying neglected by the bed. At first it drove me

crazy to look at them, but slowly, as the week wore on, they lost their power over me. I became more

interested in watching how the sunlight moved across the ceiling as morning turned to afternoon. I
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slept a lot and read a lot and thought a lot about what really mattered in life and what did not. I visited

with friends who came to call and spent more time with my family than I had in years. It was an easy

time that I remember now quite fondly. It was an easy yoke, but not one I would voluntarily have

chosen.” (Barbara Brown Taylor, The Seeds of Heaven 2004 p. 20)

Jesus said giving a cup of water in his name is right up there with whopping demons. There’s

a heap of loneliness in our culture. We put a high value on individualism, autonomy, and self-help.

No wonder lots of people feel isolated and alone. In this sort of culture, otherwise small acts of

kindness can mean a great deal, particularly when they are offered in the name of Jesus.

I heard of a person the other day who, when there is a death in her congregation, always flips

her calendar ahead and notes the anniversary of that bereavement. Then, on the date of the

anniversary of the death, she calls those who are mourning the loss of that person, telling them,

“Something made me think of you this day. Just want you to know that I’m remembering your loved

one today and that I am there for you if you need any help as you continue to mourn your loss.”

“Something made me think of you this day” probably ought to be phrased, “Someone made

me think of you this day.” That someone is Jesus. In his name we do our part in the cosmic, national,

community struggle against injustice. In his name we attempt to be thoughtful, kind, and considerate

in offering the cup of water. Large or small, our acts of goodness show that we are trying to play our

role in Jesus’s loving move into the world.

Some of us are good at organizing and working in the large areas of political, governmental,

and social activism. Others of us have gifts for the smaller, more intimate, and personal gestures.

Whatever gifts Jesus has given you to help others, use them for his glory as a sign, a signal, a

witness to God’s coming reign.

Let us all go forth in God’s name to do God’s work in the world. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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