
Healing and Confession
Wesley Mimico United Church

September 30, 2012
by Paul Shepherd

Based on James 5:13-20 and Mark 9:38-50

It's really not my fault.  You might think I talk a lot about the value of community, and 

how to be a more open and welcoming community.  But I promise you, if you think I am 

dwelling too much on this topic – it's because the lectionary texts recently have been about 

community.  Or course it's also because Jesus had so much to say about community himself 

throughout most of his ministry.

In any case, in our reading from Mark, Jesus finds that he needs to explain to the 

disciples – again –  just how “open” open community can be.

And once again, I feel for the disciples.  I really do.  The disciples gave up their jobs their 

income, and their security, and have been following Jesus around and learning from him.  They 

have learned about the great value of teaching to communities.  They have learned about the 

great value of healing to communities.  They have come to realize that some day they will have 

to continue this ministry without Jesus.  So, they have learned Jesus's secrets.  If the ministry 

they were engaged in was a fast food outlet they would have learned which 11 ingredients went 

into the secret sauce.  It makes sense.  The disciples have worked hard to learn the secret 

ingredients that make up Jesus's ministry.  So of course, they think they have the inside edge.

Therefore the disciples are naturally concerned when they see other people healing in the 

name of Jesus.  People not from their little group.  People who are not “one of them”.  People 

who have perhaps learned a different recipe for the “secret sauce”.  Perhaps the disciples were 

simply confused.  Perhaps they were suspicious.  Perhaps, they were jealous.  Perhaps they were 

even scared.

And so Jesus reminds the disciples of just how open the kingdom of God can be.

In the words of Michela Bruzzese, “When the disciples criticize someone for casting out 

demons in Jesus’ name because the man 'was not following us' (Mark 9:38), Jesus is forced to 

address one of the most common and destructive tendencies concerning humans and power. 

Already the disciples have forgotten or conveniently misunderstood the radical inclusiveness of 
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God’s reign and seek to limit membership to their special 'club.' The man is not 'one of them' and 

should therefore be stopped.”1

And in a short summary of the whole issue, Jesus simply says, “Whoever is not against 

us is with us”.  Not that I want to quibble with the words of Jesus as expressed in Mark, but it 

does seem like an odd thing for Jesus to say.

In the first place, the expression “whoever is not against us is with us” doesn't seem to 

make logical sense.  Clearly, some people supported Jesus's ministry, other people opposed it, 

but many people presumably didn't really care about it at all.  Logically – Jesus's statement is not 

logical.  In fact, in philosophical terms, the statement is an example of an error in reasoning 

known as “false alternatives”2, because the statement implies a black-and-white situation that 

only allows for two responses – when of course there are many different possible responses to 

Jesus's ministry.

But perhaps Jesus's words should be understood – not as they would be criticized by 

philosophers today, but rather as they would have been heard by the people in Jesus's day.

And what about that?  Would Jesus's words of inclusion have been considered radical?  

Would the words have been shocking?  Or would those words have been considered part of the 

status quo of society anyway?

I believe that those words would have been considered counter-cultural at the time.  I 

know, it's hard to make such a bold statement, especially since I was not around 2,000 years ago.  

But Marcus Tullius Cicero was.  Cicero was a Roman philosopher, statesman, layer, and orator – 

among other things – who had a huge influence on cultural and linguistic development in his day.  

He died in 43 BCE, so not long before Jesus was born.  But before he died, he had this to say 

about the Roman Emperor at the time, “Though we held everyone to be our opponents except 

those on our side, you <Caesar> counted everybody as your adherent who was not against you.”3  

Those words are practically the same as the words of Jesus that we read.

This suggests to me that the attitude of inclusion was not original to Jesus – but at the 

same time, the attitude of inclusion was not actually commonly accepted.  It was an attitude that 

was counter cultural at the time.  And it seems to be an attitude that is counter-cultural today too.  

1 Sojourners – subscriber materials www.sojo.net

2 Attacking Faulty Reasoning, T. Edward Damer. pg. 43.

3 The Five Gospels, pg. 85.
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I suppose that's why we call this position “radical inclusivity” - because it is still radical to be so 

inclusive.

The alternative position – according to Cicero and our own experience is the idea that 

“whoever is not for us is against us”.  That is still a common sentiment today.  

Does it make that much difference?  Grammatically, there is not that much difference 

between the two expressions “whoever is not for us is against us”, and “whoever is not against us 

is for us”.  Aren't those almost the same thing anyway?  In both cases, we are instructed to 

support the people who support us.  And in both cases we are told to stand against those who 

oppose us.  So what's the difference?

The big difference is how we approach and deal with strangers.  How do we approach 

and deal with people we don't yet know?  How do we approach and deal with people that don't 

know us?  What is our first instinct?  

Do we assume that strangers are enemies until it is proven otherwise?  If we do then 

logically, we should approach strangers with suspicion.   That's the attitude adopted by insecure 

groups, people, nations who can't see beyond their own borders.  That's the attitude that values 

control over diversity.  That's the attitude that spawned anti-Muslim posters this week on the 

New York Subway system.

Or do we assume that strangers are friends until it is proven otherwise?  Do we imagine 

that strangers may not be exactly like us, and therefore we might be able to learn new things 

from them, relate with them, and grow in new ways that we can't imagine?

But I believe that more is at stake in Jesus's call to welcome strangers in radical ways.  I 

believe that what is at stake is the health – and healing – of the entire community.  In the words 

of James that we read earlier, “Make this your common practice: Confess your sins to each other 

and pray for each other so that you can live together whole and healed”.

[share a story from prison about personal confession]

I don't know about you – but I have always been somewhat suspicious of the word 

“confession”.  I suspect that's because I grew up associating “confession” with the what it means 

in the Roman Catholic tradition.  But confession does not just mean that.  Confession is the act of 

speaking the truth to another person.  And in the process one has to speak the truth to oneself 

first.
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I learned that deeper meaning of confession in prison one day.  I was visiting with an 

inmate, who I was just getting to know.  And fairly early on in the conversation, he started to 

recite a list of some of his offences.  And I listened.  Initially, I thought that the inmate was trying 

to impress me with his long list of offences, or perhaps intimitate me.  But as he went on – and 

on -with his list, I came to realize that he was actually confessing.  He was sharing stories of his 

life that were usually left untold.  He was not looking for reassurance, or forgiveness.  He simply 

had a need to tell his story to someone who cared.  And in telling his story – to himself and to 

God with me just listening – he was healed.

[ask if others have had similar experiences]

[return to notes]

I admit, James's call to “confess your sins” sounds a bit antiquated.  But his call to 

confess to each other is bang on.  And the call is to share our lives with each other – the good, the 

bad, our victories and our defeats, our struggles, our temptations, our battles for self-control. 

Of course, we are all individuals, and we will each decide individually what it is that we 

want to share, and who we want to share it with, and how we will share it.  I am not advocating 

trying to force information from people.

So I suppose the question today would be, “is this congregation a safe place that practices 

radical inclusivity and allows people to share what they wish to share?”  

Because it is only in that process of confession – sharing – that – in Jame's words, “we 

can live together whole and healed”.

Let's be healed.

Amen.
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