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Scandal.  The very sound of it makes you want to talk in hushed whispers.   

In early modern English it meant discredit brought upon religion by unseemly 

conduct in a religious person.  This meaning still continues with people 

like televangelists Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart in the 1980s, but 

certainly others even today. 

The meaning has expanded, though, to anyone that does something that violates 

our moral standards, particular when they are expected to uphold them.  

It’s something that offends us. 

It could be a charity leader who steals from the organization’s funds or an 

athlete who touts being a model for clean living found to be using 

performance-enhancing drugs. 

The word “scandal” comes from the Greek word skandalon, which originally 

meant a snare, that is, a trap for catching a live animal.   

It metaphorically came to mean “to cause to fall into a trap” or be a “stumbling 

block” and by extension “be an offense” for having done so. 

The verb form skandalizó [scan-dal-LID-zoe] correspondingly means to “cause 

to stumble”, “to give offense.”  

That is the meaning into today’s gospel passage and is the lens through which to 

interpret the story. 

Recall last week’s passage ended with Jesus telling the disciples,  

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Then Jesus 

takes a child in his arms and says to them, “Whoever welcomes one such 

child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not 

me but the one who sent me.” 

Today’s passage immediately follows on the heels with John saying, “Teacher, 

we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we stopped him, 

because he was not following us.” 
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This is the first of two times in Mark’s gospel that John speaks. On both 

occasions, John addresses Jesus as “teacher”—and then immediately 

demonstrates that he has not followed Jesus’ teaching. 

John and the other disciples are offended, they are “scandalized” as if saying [in 

incredulous voice] “Teacher, can you believe someone not from our group 

was doing godly deeds?  Well, we put an end to that!” 

And you can picture Jesus slapping his hand against his forehead and sighing, 

“Why did you do that?  If he is truly doing a godly deed, then good.  In 

fact, if anyone who isn’t with us but does you a kindness knowing you 

belong to me, God will reward them like God will with you.”  

Jesus cared what people did—not what group they belong to; he was not into 

sectarianism or denominations.  There is no “other”; just “we”.  And he 

wants his disciples to set the standard and be the example.   

To emphasize the point, Jesus says bluntly, “If any of you scandalize, that is, put 

a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, we’re 

going to give you cement overshoes and feed you to the fishes.” (The latter 

more of a Sopranos’ rather than literal translation.) 

“Little ones” here can mean children, since Jesus is presumably still holding the 

child he picked up earlier, but also others who are new to the faith.  In 

other words, if you are leading and nurturing those new in the faith who 

are trusting in you, you better do it in a Christ-like fashion and not with 

arrogance and exclusion. 

The disciples are so eager to bring judgment on the outsider who is acting in 

Jesus’ name that Jesus has to hit them upside the head to pay attention 

instead to their own behavior.  

He says if your hands, feet, or eyes become stumbling blocks then chop them off 

or tear them out, like a diseased part; better to lose a limb than your life. 
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Now such graphic language makes us uncomfortable because it is so violent—

and comes out of the mouth of Jesus. 

And it should make us uncomfortable.  Because Jesus is trying to make it crystal 

clear that we [gesturing] have a great responsibility.  We have to really 

look at how our behavior affects the community. 

We are not isolated individuals—we are apostles of Christ and what we do 

should encourage and uplift those who are wandering.   

So, if you are raising our hand against the less fortunate in anger and distain, 

then cut that behavior out and replace it in compassion with a hand 

raising people up. 

If you put our foot down that it’s “my way or the highway”, cut that behavior out 

and replace it with finding a way to bridge differences and take the first 

step forward. 

And if you see the world only through your eyes and how it affects you, look at 

things from the perspective of those who have been oppressed and 

marginalized that you have been, intentionally or unintentionally, blind to. 

Jesus says it’s better to do cut these things off than “to be thrown into hell, 

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

Here Jesus is quoting from Isaiah 66:24 with words of judgment set within the 

context of promise and hope. 

“Hell” is our translation of the Hebrew word, Gehenna, a valley west and South 

of Jerusalem, where Kings Ahaz and Manasseh of Judah sacrificed their 

sons in fire.  It was also variously a burial place and trash heap, so you can 

picture a place with worms turning, ever present.   

Thus, Gehenna became a symbolic name for the final place of punishment of the 

ungodly. 
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Finally, today’s passage transitions to salt, first saying “everyone will be salted 

with fire.”  That is, everyone will be tested. 

Then Jesus says, “Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you 

season it?”  That is, salt is good—it cleanses and preserves and in the 

ancient world was very valuable, even sacred.   

Metaphorically, in salt we have the whole divine energy—the Word, the Christ, 

the Spirit—making us clean and saving us.  But if we, as the people of God 

and followers of Jesus, lose our purpose to honor and worship the Lord 

and serve one another, if we put stumbling blocks in the way, how can we 

season others with the word of God? 

The closing admonition is the claim and promise of God and Jesus’ call to live as 

God's intended purpose in creating us for life, namely, “Have salt in 

yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”   

Have the salt of wisdom and purity, humility and charity.  It’s OK for us to be 

fired up and disagree and debate, but be at peace with one another.   

Treat others as brothers and sisters, which they are, remembering that we are all 

children of God and avoid exacerbating conflicts between different 

religious communities and being scandalized—offended—by what other 

parts of the religious community do who are not “one of us.” 

This is the call, identity, and promise of discipleship which is the peace that 

Jesus offers to all his followers. 

So, as you go out, watch where you are going; let God help you not to stumble.   

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


