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 As I read our Gospel passage for today, my mind occasionally wanders off to images from  Monty 

Python and the Holy Grail. The movie is a comedy, and was voted second greatest comedy film of all time a 

few years ago. In the movie King Arthur's knights of the round table engage in a mission to find a 

supposedly holy object, The Holy Grail. In one scene the knights are attacked by a solitary killer rabbit and 

are forced to flee to escape mortal injury. In another scene Sir Gallahad is attracted to a castle full of 

beautiful young women who have deceived him by lighting a neon image of a chalice at the top of the castle 

wall. In another scene the guards of a castle use a trebuchet to catapult a number of random objects at the 

King Arthur's knights, including a dairy cow.  

 If you are not especially interested in this kind of humor, I am sympathetic. My own dear mother had 

no patience at all for this sort of movie. The first time I attempted to watch the movie, at the tender age of 

18, I left the theater halfway through, at the point where the cow goes flying over the castle wall, finding it 

utterly absurd and pointless. You might conclude that when I was a young man I was very serious, perhaps 

too serious for my own good. 

 Fortunately, my daughter, Eleanor, came to be a big fan of Monty Python and the Holy Grail in her 

teenage years. On my second go round I enjoyed it much more, and it has come to be one of my favorite 

comedies as well. I also see, lurking underneath and behind and on the edges of the absurdity, there is an 

important message. The idea is that we are highly attracted to a great quest to accomplish a difficult mission, 

yet the ideal mission often leads us to behavior that is far from ideal.  

 The story of Monty Python and the Holy Grail is absurd, and that is the point. The absurdity of the 

various scenes in Holy Grail point to the absurdity of some of the ideas and situations we face in life. 

 The use of humor and absurdity to communicate a message was not invented in the 20th century. 

The Gospel of Mark and other New Testament scriptures often incorporate humor and absurd depictions in 

order to communicate a deadly serious message. This is true with our passage from Mark, chapter nine. You 

might think of the passage we read today as three diverse teachings, each using the power of the absurd in a 

slightly different way. 

 In the first portion John said to Jesus, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, 

and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” The disciples are concerned about the work of 

someone who is casting out evil spirits, but who is not part of their tight little group. The disciples are 

expressing the exact same concern expressed about Jesus by the religious authorities. Just as the priests and 

other religious authorities try to stop Jesus from his mission, the disciples try to stop this person who is 

casting out demons in the name of Christ. If we read between the lines, we see the fundamental issue: the 

disciples are afraid of losing the power and authority they have gained. 

 This is such a common problem, and the concern of the disciples so clearly ridiculous, the verse is 

intended to be memorable, even humorous, like a comic strip. "Teacher, we saw someone healing people, 

and we tried to stop him, because he doesn't know our secret handshake." The absurdity of this situation 

illuminates the absurdity of the response of the priests and religious authorities to Jesus' works. I encourage 

you to laugh out loud the next time you hear a Bible verse where the disciples are complaining about a 

stranger doing some good works.   

 Though it is presented in an absurd, humorous way, the point of the passage is deadly serious and 

relevant in almost all situations in life. People are extremely defensive when they see others doing good 

works in a way that might undercut their own power. This happens in our families, in our churches and in 

every other institution. Jesus gives us hope that we have the possibility of moving beyond all of the 

defensiveness and infighting we see in our institutions. This brings new life to us and to any group of people 

willing to turn away from defensiveness and towards Jesus' way of love. 

 While the conversation in the first portion are a bit ridiculous, the ideas presented in the second 

portion are 'off the deep end."  If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe 

in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into 

the sea. If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off, and if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off, and if 

your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out.  



 These images are memorable because they are so absurd, and the graphic violence of the images is 

equal in measure to the absurdity of the problem identified by Jesus. The absurd problem in Jesus' time and 

in our own, is that, time and again, people entrusted with authority abuse their power and endanger those 

they are trusted to serve. We have so many examples of this we almost don't need to list them. Our former 

governor is one. The priest who served a parish less than ten miles from here and destroyed the lives of more 

than a dozen teenage boys through sexual abuse is another. 

 But Jesus is not just talking about the abuse of children and young women. Jesus says, "If any of you 

put a stumbling block before one of these little ones. " When he uses the phrase 'little ones' he is referring to 

the common people, the people who don't have much power or much money. Jesus is pointing to the kind of 

absurd abuse of power, where rich, privileged people make it difficult for poor people to vote. Jesus is 

pointing to the absurdity of wealthy, powerful men making it impossible for working-class women and girls 

to make basic decisions about their bodies, even if they have been victims of rape or incest. Jesus is pointing 

to the absurdity of leaders entrusted with safeguarding and serving the public good, forbidding mask 

requirements during a global pandemic. 

 We see many absurd abuses of power by religious and political authorities. That is what this passage 

is about. The passage is extreme and violent because it is pointing to the most absurd situations: the deadly 

abuse of power by people in positions of power. This is a passage about God's judgment of those who abuse 

their power. 

 The three amputations mentioned are chosen carefully and point to the real social context of the poor 

in Jesus' time. In Jesus' time and place many of the poor worked as agricultural laborers in rich people's 

fields. They were not much better off than slaves. Their working conditions were miserable and dangerous. 

It was common for one of the laborers to have a hand or a foot cut off or maimed, or to have one of their 

eyes gouged out or seriously injured because safety was not a priority for those who owned the plantations 

of olives or grapes. The daily narrative of life for the great mass of poor laborers was that one, and then 

another and another of the common people suffered crippling injuries because of the negligence and lack of 

compassion of the rich and powerful. This is a common story of fear and suffering which continues today.  

 Jesus turns the story upside down. Jesus reverses the positions of fear and judgment. Most often, it is 

the poor who are afraid and the powerful who are sitting in judgment. As Jesus tells the story, the rich and 

powerful, who normally have no concern at all that they might be maimed or suffer amputation in their daily 

work, are the ones who should be fearful for the judgment and punishment they will receive if they abuse the 

power given to them. It is absurd to give someone directions to cut off their hand or gouge out their eye. The 

absurdity of the image points to the absurd abuse of power by those who are making the laws that hinder the 

poor and dictating the rules of the game. This passage gives hope to those who are oppressed, to those who 

suffer because of the complete lack of compassion shown by those entrusted with power. Those who abuse 

the power given to them will receive justice. 

 The third absurd illustration is less graphic, but perhaps even more puzzling to us. “For everyone 

will be salted with fire. Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season it?" Jesus is being 

provocative; he is giving us an image that will stay with us. Of course you cannot restore the saltiness of salt 

that has lost its saltiness. Jesus asks an absurd question because he wants us to remember the answer to the 

question. Salt is good; it is used to season and preserve foods. Salt is powerful in tiny quantities; but if salt 

loses its effectiveness it can never be restored.  

 In the same way, there is something inside you that is like salt. It is powerful. It is a desire to live in 

the fullness of God's love. This is good, like salt. Just as salt was the essential element for preserving food in 

Jesus' time, our desire for God is the essential element in our lives.  

 Take care to not let your desire to live in the fullness of God's love be contaminated or diluted. Don't 

let the love God has placed in the center of your life be contaminated by defensiveness or greed.  

 We are often critical of ourselves. God has no need for you to change, to be a different person. God's 

desire is for you to live in the fullness of love. God created you this way, out of love and for the purposes of 

love. We see the love of God in countless little events of daily life: letting that other driver into your lane; 

saying a kind word to another person, the unseen movement of your heart to forgive someone who has 

injured you. These little actions are powerful, like grains of salt. So Jesus' directions for us are not 

complicated, and not so difficult to follow. Have salt in yourselves, and thus be at peace with one another.  

 


