Pentecost 18B Proper 21

Notes on the Readings

Numbers 11:4-6,10-16,24-29: A small group of riff-raff, probably leaving Egypt with the Hebrews, managed to spread general dissatisfaction throughout the camp. The memory of previous home comforts became a more powerful factor in peoples' minds than the present reality of God's miraculous gracious guardianship and providence. Moses' outraged plea to the Lord for relief, even through his own death, shows his overwrought state. Responsibilities of leadership were huge, and now this! The gathering of elders was to share the responsibility and to support Moses. The once-up 'prophesying' was no doubt an ecstatic experience inducting them into office. Moses' delight is evident in his answer to Joshua's objection.

James 5:13-29: In times of suffering, prayer and praise are avenues of positive response in times of suffering. The section verses 14-16 has been interpreted variously. However, it is clear that St James associates sickness of the body with sickness of the soul. Prayers over the sick together with anointing (oil has an outward healing connotation) and mutual confession and forgiveness make for peace of conscience and a physical answer of healing from the Lord. Prayer in the light of righteousness bestowed through God's forgiveness works effectively. Even more important is restoration of souls from death to life.

Mark 9:38-50: Exorcism is recorded in the New Testament as being performed by other agencies than Jesus. In this case he reproved John because the man was not a threat to the gospel ministry. However, even a much less spectacular service by way of a cup of cold water is given value by God in the work of the Kingdom. Leading another person into sin, especially infants in faith, produces such a stern and awesome warning because it leads that person to hell. Allowing one's own comfort zones to lead into sin is equally serious because of the reality of hell as the outcome. A soul is so precious to God because it can be saved eternally. Therefore Christians are 'salted' - they are permitted the refinement exercised through suffering.

