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nUNITY IN SPITE OF us
u 

MARK 9:38-41 

WE HUMAN BEINGS SET UP SO MANY. ARTICIAL 

BARRIERS IN THIS WORLD. WE HAVE LOTS OF 

WAYS OF DIVIDING PEOPLE INTO SEPARATE 

GROUPS--WAYS OF SAYING--nTHAT PERSON IS 

NOT LIKE THE REST OF US AND SINCE WE 

PERCEIVE HIM TO BE DIFFERENTJ HE MUST BE 

KEPT APART.n WHY DO DIFFERENCES BOTHER 

US SO MUCH? 

HE'S BLACK. SHE'S WHITE. SHE'S TALL. 

HE'S SHORT. HE'S POLISH. SHE'S IRISH. 

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE? THE BARRIERS 

OF RACE ARE FAMILIAR TO ALL OF US--SEGREGATED 

EDUCATION; SEGREGATED HOUSING; AND NOT 

TOO MANY YEARS AGO IN THIS COUNTRY) EVEN 

SEGREGATED DRINKING FOUNTAINS) SWIMMING 

POOLS AND LUNCH COUNTERS. ARTIFICIAL 

BARRIERS SET UP BY WELL MEANING PEOPLE; 

BUT THE PROBLEMS THEY CAUSE ARE NEVER 

ENDING. TODAY WE ARE SEEING AGAIN THE 

PROBLEMS THAT YEARS OF SEGREGATION ARE 

CAUSING IN SOUTH AFRICA. THE LONGER PEOPLE 

ARE KEPT ARTIFICIALLY _APART) THE MORE DIFFICULT 

IT IS TO GET PEOPLE BACK TOGETHER. 

WE SEPARATE PEOPLE IN SO MANY WAYS. LABELING 



PEOPLE IS A FORM OF THIS SEPARATION, HE'S 

A REACTIONARY! SHE'S A CONSERVATIVE! HE'S 

A RADICAL! SHE'S A COMMUNIST! WITH ONE 

LITTLE WORD WE SQUEEZE THE HUMANITY OUT 

OF A PERSON AND TURN OFF OUR OWN HUMANITY 

AT THE SAME TIME. WE TEND TO SEE PEOPLE 

IN TERMS OF ADJECTIVESJ INSTEAD OF NOUNS. 

THERE IS ONE CHARACTERTISTIC ALL TRUE 

SAINTS HAVE IN COMMON .. IT IS NOT PIETY 

OR LOVE OF GODJ AS COMMONLY UNDERSTOOD, 

MANY PEOPLE ARE PIOUS WHO ARE FAR FROM 

SAINTLY. THE QUALITY ALL SAINTS HAVE IN 

COMMON IS IDENTIFICATION. THROUGH SOME 

MYSTERIOUS PROCESSJ ONLY DIMLY PERCEIVED 

BY THE REST OF USJ THEY ARE ABLE TO IDENTIFY 

WITH THE FULL RANGE OF CREATION, THEY 

ARE ABLE TO SEE THE UNITYJ TO IDENTIFY 

WITH THE FULL RANGE OF CREATION. THEY 

ARE ABLE TO SEE THE UNITYJ THE HARMONY 
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WHICH CONNECTS ALL OF US AND THEY CONCENTRATE 

ON THAT, OTHERS OF US ARE ONLY ABLE TO 

SEE THE DIFFERENCES WHICH WE THEN USE TO 

SEPARATE us I . 

. Ir's NOT A NEW PROBLEM, IN THE STORY READ 

EARLIER FROM THE GOSPEL OF MARKJ THE 

DISCIPLES OF JESUS COMPLAINED TO HIM ONE 

DAY THAT THEY SAW AN INDIVIDUAL CASTING 

OUT DEMONS IN THE NAME OF JESUSJ BUT SINCE 

THIS MAN WAS NOT PART OF THEIR GROUP--

HE WAS DIFFERENT FROM THEM--THEY TOLD HIM 



TO QUIT DOING WHAT HE WAS DOING. HE WAS 

NOT ONE OF THEM, HE DIDN'T HAVE THEIR 

SEAL OF APPROVAL. 

HOWEVER� JESUS TOLD THEM--"Do NOT FORBID 

HIM I I I I FOR HE THAT IS NOT AGAINST 

US, IS FOR us." IN OTHER WORDS, TRUE 

RELIGIOUS FAITH AND PRACTIC.E SHOULD BRING 

US TOGETHER, NOT SEPARATE US. 

FRANKLY, WHAT WORRIES ME ABOUT A LOT OF 

TODAY'S CULTURE IS OUR TENDENCY TO WANT 

TO SEPARATE PEO PLE; THERE IS A NEW STREAK 

OF SELFISHNESS THAT PERMEATES MUCH OF 

AMERICAN CULTURE IN OUR TIME. 

SOME OF TODAY'S MOVIES SHOW THIS. THE 

MOVIE "TRADING PLACES," FOR EXAMPLE, 

CELEBRATES SUCCESS AT THE EXPENSE OF 

OTHERS. THE MOVIE, "COCOON," WHICH HAS 

BEEN VERY POPULAR AND IS QUITE ENTERTAINING, 

ADVOCATES ETER·NAL HAPPINESS FOR THE ELDERLY 

IN AN ENDING THAT THUMBS ITS NOSE AT THE 

YOUNGER GENERATION WHICH IS LEFT BEHIND. 

THE IMPLIED VALUE SYSTEM ECHOES THE OLD 

CYNICAL OBSERVATION AFTER A SHIPWRECK: 

"PULL UP THE LADDER MAC, I'M ABOARD." 

WHAT IS MISSING FOR MANY PEOPLE IS THIS 

SENSE OF CONNECTEDNESS OR WHAT CAN BE 

CALLED "RELIGIOUS SENSIBILITY. " THAT TERM 

IS NOT MEANT TO SUGGEST SIMPLE PIETY OR 
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CHURCHGOINGJ THOUGH BOTH COULD BE INCLUDED 

IN SUCH A DESCRIPTION, RELIGIOUS SENSIBILITY 

SUGGESTS A WILLINGNESS TO TAKE SERIOUSLY 

ONE'S PLACE IN THE WORLD AS A MEMBER OF 

A LOVING COMMUNITY LINKED TIGHTLY WITH 

ALL OTHER LIVING CREATURES AND LIVING 

THINGS. IT IS BASED ON THE ASSUMPTION 

OF ONE GOD WHO BRINGS ALL THINGS TOGETHER 

AND DESIRES THAT WE LIVE IN UNITY AND 

HARMON·Y 

THERE WAS ONE MOVIE WHICH I SAW THIS PAST 

SUMMER WHICH SHOWED BOTH OUR TENDENCY TO 

SEPARATE AND SEGREGATE WITH PREJUDICEJ 

BUT THE MOVIE'S ENDING SHOWED THAT WE ARE 

ALL UNITED AND CONNECTED WITH ONE ANOTHER 

IN SPI.TE OF US. THE MOVIE WAS "PLACES 

IN THE HEART." THE STORY TAKES PLACE IN 

CENTRAL TEXAS IN THE 1930'S. IN THAT SMALL 

TEXAS TOWN WE SEE BOTH PREJUDICE AT WORK 

AND A LACK OF PREJUDICE, 

A BLACK HIRED HAND COMES TO LIVE WITH A 

WIDOW AND HER CHILDREN AND THEY STRUGGLE 

TOGETHER TO MAKE A LIVING. HOWEVER) THERE 

ARE PEOPLE IN THAT COMMUNITY WHO DO NOT 

LIKE THE IDEA OF THAT ARRANGEMENT AND DO 

THEIR BEST TO DRIVE AWAY THE BLACK MAN. 

HE FINALLY LEAVES. HOWEVERJ AT THE SAME 

TIME WE SEE IN THE STORY THE SUGGES.TION 

THAT THESE SMALL-TOWN REL I·G I OUS PEOPLE 

WERE STRUGGLING TOWARD ONE ANOTHER WITHIN 
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A CONTEXT OF A BELIEF IN Gon. 

THE CLOSING SCENE OF THE MOVIE IS SIMPLE 

COMMUNION SERVICE ON A SUNDAY MORNING IN 

THAT TOWN, IN THAT COMMUNION SERVICE 

CHARACTERS IN THE STORY WHO HAD NEVER 

RELATED TO ONE ANOTHER OR COULD NOT DO 

SO, NOW IF THEY WERE PRESENT OR ALIVE�­

THE SAME PEOPLE ARE SEEN AS BEING PRESENT 

IN THE COMMUNION SERVICE IN SPIRIT. THUS 

THE MOVIE SUGGESTS THAT GOD CONNECTS ALL 
'. 

OF US TO ONE ANOTHER IN SPITE OF OUR 

T� ND�NCY TO WANT TO SEPARATE EACH OTHER. 

THAT IS THE TRUE MEANING OF HOLY COMMUNION 

AND IT IS A MEANING UNDERSCORED ON THIS 

WORLD-WIDE COMMUNION SUNDAY, TODAYJ 

CHRISTIANS ALL OVER THE WORLD ARE GATHERED 

AROUND 'CHRIST'S TABLE USING A VARIETY OF 

LITURGIES AND PRACTICES--INDICATING THAT 

EVEN THOUGH AT ONE LEVEL WE ARE DIVIDED-­

ON Gan's LEVEL WE ARE UNITED. WE ARE ONE 

IN SPITE OF US .. OUR UNITY IS NOT SOMETHING 

PRODUCED BY USJ BUT GIVEN TO US IN CHRIST. 

HOWEVER, THE PRACTICAL EVERYDAY PROBLEM 

OF EXPRESSING THIS UNITY AND LIVING AS 

IF CONNECTED, REMAINS. 

AND THE SCANDAL IS THAT IT REMAINS IN THE 

CHURCH AS WELL AS IN THE WORLD OUTSIDE 

TH·E CHURCH. WE CHRISTIANS STILL WANT TO 

FENCE OFF THE TABLE OF CHRIST, WE ARE 

LI KE THOSE DI SC.I PLES IN THE STORY FROM 

5 



L 

MARK'S GOSPEL--WE WANT TO FORBID PEOPLE 

BECAUSE THEY ARE NOT OF OUR GROUP. 

As SOMEONE HAS WRITTENJ n0UR SEPARATE 

COMMUNION TABLES MAY TURN OUT TO BE THE 

STARKEST THEOLOGICAL INCONSISTENCY AND 

SPIRITUAL DISOBEDIENCE. SUCH INCONSISTENCY 

AMOUNTS TO SAYINGJ 'WE ARE ONE IN CHRIST 

OUR SAVIOR, ' NEVERTHELESS WE SHALL STAY 

AT SEPARATE TABLESJ BECAUSE WE HAVE BEEN 

DIVIDED ALL THESE YEARS, n 

TODAY AT THIS COMMUNION TABLE J CHRIST IS 

OUR HOST AND WE ARE. UNITED THROUGH HIM 

TO EVERY HUMAN BEING EVERYWHERE. As THE 

HYMN PUTS IT--n!N CHRIST THERE IS NO EAST 

OR WESTJ NOR YET A SOUTH OR NORTH: BUT 

ONE GREAT FAMILY OF L0VE J THROUGHOUT THE 

WHOLE WIDE EARTH.n AMEN. 
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