IN THE NAME OF JESUS by Dom Daniel Rees

Mark 9, 38 – 48

A politician often tries to get his message across by repeating some telling phrase or ‘sound byte’.  And it sometimes revealing if we apply a similar technique in our reading of the scriptures, and try to find the bottom line of a passage in some often repeated phrase.   If we look at today’s Gospel, which may seem at first a few disparate sayings strung together, we can find a unifying thread in the expression “in my name”, which is used there not less than three times.

Those three words “in my name” are rather mystifying for us today.    In our everyday language a name is little more than a label, a badge of identity.  We take it rather lightly, Shakespeare asked: 

“What is a name? That which we call a rose

by any other name would smell as sweet.”

But in the world into which Jesus was born, the world which he made his own, in which he moved and to which he spoke, a name is not merely a decorative word.  It is charged with power.  It carries with it the role of the name bearer has in God’s plan, his nature, his personality and the force of his destiny.   Abraham was indeed to become the Father of many nations, and Peter the rock on which Christ built his Church.  The name has great spiritual power and direction that it can communicate to others who are united to the name-bearer.  Now we have been baptized in the name of Christ. This means that we have passed into his possession, we have been taken over by him, like a professional footballer who, when he changes clubs, gives his new team his total allegiance.  And when we pray, we pray “in the name of Christ”; we align ourselves with his own attitude of trustful obedience to his Father, and of total availability for whatever may be the object of our prayers.

The Gospel begins with John denouncing to Jesus a man who did not belong to the apostolic band, and yet in freelance fashion was casting out evil spirits in the name of Christ.  The fact that this unauthorized exorcist was effective argues that he must have been one in whom Jesus power was active because he had faith and obedience to the will of God, and because his using Jesus’ name implied a recognition of Jesus’ authority.  In his own unofficial way this independent exorcist must have belonged to Christ and the cures he affected were a witness to the imminence of the Kingdom of God.  And Jesus recognized this by quoting a well known saying, “He who is not against us, is for us” and rebuking John for thinking be ‘owned’ the Church.  The fellow traveller was united to the name of Christ, to his body, by invisible links.  

We go on to the next verse referring to the cup of cold water that is given in the name of Christ to one of the Twelve because he belongs to Christ.  It’s the old scriptural theme of entertaining angels unawares, where hospitality is a gesture of faith and is answered by an eternal reward.  It tells us that no action is too small, too ordinary to count in the service of the Kingdom. 

But if no service is too small for the Kingdom, it is also true that for an objective of such surpassing worth, no sacrifice is too great.  The command to amputate limbs whose activity might lead us to sin strikes us as so barbaric that we feel it should be explained away, for example on lines that we should totally detach ourselves from anything which, though good in itself, we know is our curse would be an occasion of sin, so that if, for example, we know we have a tendency to alcoholism then we should cut drink out of our lives altogether.  The part should sometimes be sacrificed for the good of the whole.  

But there is more to these ferocious sayings than that.  The Kingdom of God, eternal life, requires of us total and undivided self-giving.  Wellington, before beginning his army career, smashed his beloved violin as a sign of the totality of his commitment to his new vocation.

We might well feel that this is a harsh presentation of the way we must give our utmost for the highest.  But let us balance it with the parable of the man who found treasure in a field.  It tells us that to obtain that field he sold all he had, and then the parable has a telling phrase, “with great joy”, he bought that field.  We all joyfully trade in our longstanding possessions to reach the price of something better that comes our way.  But how much more joyfully would we do so if we had access to something like the Kingdom so peerless, so all surpassing, because it would not have within it the seeds of corruption.
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