
MARK 9, 38 TO 50.  SEPTEMBER 2018    LETTING GO 

 As everyone know, Sept. 19, a few weeks back now, was Talk Like a Pirate Day.  You 

didn’t know that?  The Pastors who had gathered for text study last week all knew that there had 

recently been a Talk Like a Pirate Day, and one of them even knew the precise date, Sept. 19.  

He was frankly amazed that the rest of us hadn’t known that!  The reason I mention this, and the 

reason it came up in last week’s clerical  conversation, is that it provides a somewhat colorful 

and irreverent way to look at this morning’s gospel text, which comes across as a fairly harsh and 

grim text upon first reading.  Our gathered group of clergy concluded that while Talk Like a 

Pirate Day may have already come and gone, this morning might be just the right time for Preach 

like a Pirate Sunday.  ARRR!  Think that could catch on?  We came up with this lunatic notion 

while imagining how everyone would look if they took Jesus’ words literally in Gospel text this 

morning and were cutting off legs or hands, gouging out eyes and so on.  We thought a peg leg, a 

hooked hand, and an eye patch might be just the right look, and if you add a parrot on your 

shoulder, you’re all set---Preach like a Pirate Sunday.  Some thought this would be especially 

useful for the Children’s Sermon.  I’d like to make two points here.  First of all, goofy though 

you may find me to be, I’m not as goofy as I might be, in that I left my peg leg and eye patch at 

home.  Secondly, colorful and irreverent though this whole idea is, it’s quite possibly not as far 

off from Jesus’ actual tone when he spoke these words as we might think---Jesus was a master 

with words, and he was obviously trying to make a point, using forceful and exaggerated images 

to create a memorable, catchy statement.  What would that statement be, and why is he so 

insistent? 

 A little context would be helpful here.  Alert Scripture listeners will remember that the 

last few Sundays, we have been hearing Jesus in conversation with his disciples, and the 



conversations have been increasingly intense.  A chapter ago and two Sundays ago, Peter 

confesses that Jesus is the messiah, all well and good.  But when Jesus tells him that as Messiah, 

he will suffer and die, rather than become a powerful military leader to free Israel from Roman 

rule, Peter tells him he’s got it all wrong.  To which Jesus responds, “Get behind me, Satan.”  

Which is a pretty harsh rebuttal, but Peter and the others just don’t get it.  They don’t understand 

the kind of Messiah Christ will be.  Last week, Jesus again explained to his disciples that his 

mission is to suffer, die, and be raised, and the disciples still didn’t want to understand him and 

didn’t dare ask him about it, because they didn’t want to know.  Instead, they argued among 

themselves about which of them was the greatest, proof of how little they were catching on to 

Christ’s vision.  In these verses, which are still part of this same conversational exchange, the 

disciple John complains that someone outside of their little circle of 12 disciples performed an 

exorcism in Jesus’ name, and he wants Jesus to put a stop to such extra-curricular activity.  But 

John is disappointed.  For instead of being threatened by the success of this other exorcist, Jesus 

is appreciative that anyone, anywhere, is doing good things in his name.  Because just like it’s 

not about being the greatest, it’s also not about being a part of the in crowd and doing things just 

like we do.  And again, the disciples don’t want to hear this. Their inability to understand is 

beginning to wear on Jesus.  So, I think it’s fair to say that we’re clearly hearing some 

exasperation in Jesus as he continues to try and drive home his values of service and sacrifice, as 

opposed to their dreams of glory and triumphalism.  For this reason he starts to preach like a 

pirate, suggesting that it’s better to lop off a leg or gouge out an eye than to keep these parts, if 

they are leading us towards hell.  Which is a not so subtle critique of the disciple’s insistence on 

clinging to values that surely aren’t leading them towards heaven, but have them heading more in 

that fire and brimstone direction. 



 It isn’t easy to do, but if we look past the imagery of cut off limbs and gouged out eyes, 

we may find an important lesson in these words:  sometimes we need to let go of something, to 

remove something from our lives, for the sake of our souls.  And that letting go, that removal, 

may feel like cutting off a limb or gouging out an eye.  Isn’t that so?  Ask someone leaving an 

abusive relationship on which they have become dependent.  Or ask someone trying to break free 

from an addiction to alcohol or drugs.  The abuse or the addiction may certainly be leading 

towards hell, hell on earth perhaps…and yet breaking free is like losing a limb or gouging out an 

eye. So dear can destructive practices become to us.   And of course, it doesn’t have to be an 

abusive relationship or an addiction that we might be better off without.  It could be an old 

grudge.  A long -time inferiority complex.  A deeply held prejudice.  An attitude about ourselves 

or life that constrains us rather than freeing us.  Although Jesus uses colorful and exaggerated 

language to speak about this topic, he is dead serious about its importance.  He believes we hang 

onto things, cling to them as if they were an arm or an eye, that may actually be bringing us 

down.  The safety of the familiar, even if it’s a destructive familiar of some kind, is ever so 

alluring that we can be strangely reluctant to lay down what we need to. 

 This text may not only happily coincide with Talk Like a Pirate Day in a helpful way; it 

also coincides with autumn, a season which I think displays in living color for us the importance 

of letting go, laying down, relinquishing.  Isn’t that one of the lessons in the falling leaves?  One 

of you posted a really beautiful reflection on Autumn, written by a man named Wesley Baines, 

and I want to share a little bit from that reflection.  He suggests that Autumn is a season that 

touches us in a unique spiritual way, and I, for one, definitely experience that.  There’s 

something both beautiful and poignant about this rich season.  Baines writes, “ The voice of 

autumn speaks in a susurrus of leaves, its breath cool and dry and full of change. It is the 



winding down of the year, a time of both harvest and of death. More than any other season, 

people feel a spiritual connection to fall. They feel that they are closer, for a time, to something 

unnamable and immutable.  Autumn holds a spiritually unique place. Many mistake the mystery 

and decline that surrounds and follows the autumn equinox for darkness and evil, but in reality, it 

is about endings—a very natural thing. Every journey must find its end, and fall is the bittersweet 

embodiment of this.”   I surely relate to that, and maybe you do, too.  This season is the epitome 

of beauty, but also the perpetual reminder of endings and death.  The darkness within each 24 

hour period, which has been steadily increasing now since the Autumnal equinox on Sept. 22, is 

becoming much more noticeable.  I’m always a little taken aback when I realize it’s as dark at 

7:30 PM now as it was at 10 PM in late June.  That external darkness can be hard on some 

people---seasonal affective disorder being one example.  But it also reminds us of our internal 

darkness, of those parts of us that may be dragging us down rather than enhancing our lives.  

Baines writes, “Darkness exists in all of us—we are flawed, imperfect human beings, after all. 

Darkness, ignored, grows and takes over like a cancer—it is only when it is dragged into the 

light that we can overcome it. Autumn is the time to face this darkness, a physical reminder of 

that which we must cull within ourselves.” 

He then writes words that I think relate to our text in terms of cutting off, letting go, and 

laying down.  He states, “ Fall, paradoxically, is a time of simultaneous bounty and withering; 

crops are harvested, even as the natural world begins to fade. If we make sure to align ourselves 

to the progression of the seasons, fall serves much the same purpose, but on a spiritual level. 

Consider, as autumn sets in, the areas of your life that need to be let go of, consider what no 

longer serves you, gets in your way, and needs to wither.”    Again, that last sentence:  

“Consider, as autumn sets in, the areas of your life that need to be let go of, consider what no 



longer serves you, gets in your way, and needs to wither”.  I think that is actually the same 

sentiment that Jesus is expressing when he says, “If you hand causes you to stumble, cut it off.  If 

your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off, if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out….it is 

better to enter the Kingdom of God without something destructive that you once held dear, then 

to be dragged down to hell because you couldn’t let it go.”   This season may be the perfect 

opportunity to consider what no longer serves us, what gets in our way, what is causing us to 

stumble, what is dragging us down….and to let it go, cut it off, put it away from us, in one way 

or another.  Not an easy spiritual task, but Jesus isn’t about easy.  Especially here, where he’s 

trying to get his disciple’s attention and metaphorically slap them upside the head so that they 

will begin to understand that his vision of the world and of their lives is not the same one they 

have cherished for so long…the one where they come out on top, win friends, influence people, 

and make the Fortune 500 list.  That vision, dear to them, needs to be cut out and laid down.  

That’s not what the Christian life is about.   

These are challenging words, no doubt about it.  They leave us with much to think about. 

But our text doesn’t actually end with the words about hell, undying worms and unquenchable 

fire, thankfully.  It ends with talk about salt.  “Salt is good”, Jesus says, “but if it loses its 

saltiness, how can you make it salty again?  Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one 

another.”   

This isn’t the only time Christ references salt in the Gospels.  “You are the salt of the 

earth”, he declares in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5.  Why is Jesus so fond of these 

salty references for us? Keep in mind, that salt is an extraordinarily useful commodity, and it 

was, in fact, traded as an economic unit.  Our word for “salary” comes from the word “salt”.  Salt 

was and is used as a disinfectant.  Salt was and is used as a preservative.  In a world without 



hand sanitizer and refrigeration, those two uses right there were crucial.  Salt was and is a dietary 

necessity; the human body requires salt for survival. Put this together with salt’s relative scarcity 

in the ancient world, and you have a treasure, indeed.  Salt become a commodity of trade; wars 

were fought over access to salt; salt was used in sacred rituals, because of its value.  Salt, in our 

day and age in the winter can provide traction on icy roads.  And of course, then and now….salt 

enhances flavor.  It brings out the zest of the food we put it on.  I mean, really—what are corn on 

the cob or buttered popcorn without salt?  Salt is so plentiful now that we get too much of it and 

it’s gotten a bad rap, but my roasted cashews taste a whole lot better with salt.  Salt, properly 

understood and used, is a great good! 

 Jesus tells us in these final verses of our lesson to have salt within ourselves.  We 

do, literally, have the elements of salt within ourselves, chloride and hydrogen.  To quote a 

scientific source, “The constituents of common table salt exist as separate ions in the human 

body, and if we could remove them and reconstitute them into table salt, they would make up 

about 8 tablespoons of salt for a 150 pound person.”   Got that?  Depending on your size, you 

likely have 5-10 tablespoons worth of salt within you.  But presumably, Jesus meant something 

else.  What might he have meant?  Given what salt can do, maybe we should be asking ourselves 

questions like these: How can we be salt?  How can we preserve that which is good?  How can 

purify that which is impure?  How can we provide traction on the slippery roads of life for 

others?  How can we bring zest, flavor, and fun to a world that easily feels dull and lifeless?  

Even if it means talking like a pirate or telling silly jokes or making a fool of ourselves now and 

then for the sake of bringing some zest to the world around us.  Can we be salt, as Jesus asks? 

But notice also that he says, “Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.”  

He is still speaking to his rather thick-headed disciples who keep thinking that everything is a 



contest with a winner and loser.  So, he wants to make it clear, this isn’t a contest for the highest 

percentage of salt in each disciple.  Nor is it about looking over to see how salty that other guy is, 

compared to yourself.  “Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another”, he advises.  

Celebrate your own unique zest and don’t be fretting over the flavor of everyone else.  Be at 

peace with others, and bring your own flavor to the world, as a God given gift.   

So we might see that this text, which initially seems so forbidding and baffling, actually 

involves pirates and salty popcorn—maybe we should all make popcorn and watch one of the 

Pirates of the Caribbean movies tonight? And this text also is challenging us to consider what we 

may need to relinquish, to lay down, in this season of leaves letting go, in order to more fully 

embrace the vision God has for us, and for our world.  Sometimes what we’re hanging onto 

prevents us from taking hold of what God brings to us new.  Amen.  

 

 

 


