Unexpected Lessons: Judging Who’s In & Who’s Out
Mark 9:38-41

During the summer I confessed to you that I’m a lousy packer. I almost always pack too much and rarely travel lightly.


Well, today I have another confession. I’m a Project Runway junkie.


If you’re not familiar with it, Project Runway is a reality TV series that pits aspiring fashion designers against one another. Each week the designers undertake a different challenge, send their models down the runway, and then face a panel of judges.


Over the seasons, certain catch phrases have become mainstays of the series. Tim Gunn, who serves as a mentor to the designers, often encourages them to “Make it work” or to “Carry on.” Just as famous is a phrase that host Heidi Klum utters each episode: “In fashion, one day you’re in, and the next day you’re out.”

One of the main reasons I’m hooked by Project Runway is that the designers can do things I could never do. They’re able to design and create amazing clothes under lots of pressure and without much time. Each episode I’m amazed by their imagination and skill.


While I could never create the designs they send down the runway, each week I’m perfectly willing to join in judging who I think should be in and who should be out.


The desire to judge who’s in and who’s out seems almost hardwired into us as humans. It begins early—such as when children decide who should be in when choosing up teams.

But examples of how that desire can develop are far from child’s play. In our country we’ve witnessed people judge who’s in and who’s out based on the color of someone’s skin or the way someone earns a living or how someone votes. In other countries, such judgments can mean death. Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda. Croats, Muslims, and Serbs in Bosnia. Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland. Israelis and Palestinians in the Middle East.


The production of the musical Cabaret that’s currently playing at Trinity Rep provides a moving reminder of how this desire to judge who’s in and who’s out can grow into something unbelievably devastating. The impending doom that would swallow Germany and then spread across Europe casts an increasing shadow as the musical moves toward its closing scene.

But toward the end of the first act, there’s a song that just for a moment offers a glimmer of hope in the mounting darkness. Herr Schultz, the Jewish shop keeper who’s in love with and briefly engaged to his Gentile landlady, tells a story in song about a meeskite. He explains that in Yiddish meeskite means ugly or funny looking.


As the song goes, there once was a young meeskite who was so ugly that his face could stop a clock. He grew up, believing that no one could be homelier. Well, that was until he sat next to a girl named Pearl in Hebrew school and saw that she was even a bigger meeskite.


The two fell in love and married. Then they discovered they were expecting a child. The couple nervously waited, worrying about how their baby would look.


Everyone was shocked when the meeskite pair produced a gorgeous child.


And the moral of the story? “Though you’re not a beauty, it is nevertheless quite true, there may be beautiful things in you. . . . Anyone responsible for loveliness, large or small, is not a meeskite at all.”

We’re aware that the moral of this charming little song will be ignored—both in the musical and in history. But just for a moment it gently reminds us that we can choose to set aside our judgments and open ourselves to surprise.

But the desire to judge who’s in and who’s out is so strong. And it seems almost universal.

In fact, that desires plays out in today’s scripture reading. Jesus has just finished telling his disciples that they must be willing to be servants and to welcome those judged by others as inferior. But somehow the lesson doesn’t seem to have any more effect on the disciples than the story of the meeskite does in Cabaret.

John tells Jesus that he and the other disciples have seen someone performing exorcisms in Jesus’ name. “We tried to stop him,” John adds, “because he wasn’t following us.”

In other words, they’ve made themselves judges of who should be in and who should be out. What’s ironic is that just a bit earlier in Mark’s gospel, the disciples had failed to exorcise an unclean spirit from a young boy. They—like me with Project Runway—are willing to judge even when they’re unable to do.


Although Jesus calls for radical discipleship from those who would follow him, according to Stephen Fowl, who teaches theology at Baltimore’s Loyola University, “Jesus displays great generosity toward those at the fringes of his band of disciples, those who work powerfully in Jesus’ name but have not yet adopted the standard ways of affiliating with him. He seems eager to include these people among his band and he expects his followers to do likewise.


“If, to use one of Jesus own analogies, the coming of the kingdom is like the start of a grand dinner party, then Jesus wants his followers to be like gracious hosts welcoming the guests. . . . Jesus also has some fairly harsh warnings for those among his more established followers who set up roadblocks or checkpoints for ‘these little ones who believe in me.’ Jesus neither needs nor wants bouncers guarding the door to the grand feast he is initiating.”


Unfortunately, there seems to be a line of people who can’t wait to serve as God’s bouncers.


A mother and her children were preparing to enjoy a meal in a restaurant, when her six-year-old son asked if he could say grace. The family bowed their heads, and the little boy prayed: “God is good, God is great. Thank you for the food, and I would even thank you more if Mom gets us ice cream for dessert. And liberty and justice for all! Amen!”

Along with gentle laughter from people around them, the mother heard a woman remark, “That’s what’s wrong with this country. Kids today don’t even know how to pray. Asking God for ice cream! Why, I never!”

Her son also heard the comment and burst into tears. He asked, “Did I do it wrong? Is God mad at me?”

The mother held her child, assuring him that he’d done a terrific job and that God absolutely was not mad at him.


Just then an elderly gentleman approached the table. He winked at the little boy and said, “I happen to know that God thought that was a great prayer.”


“Really?” the child asked.

“Cross my heart,” the man replied.

Then he titled his head toward the woman whose remark had started the whole thing and in a theatrical whisper added, “Too bad she never asks God for ice cream. A little ice cream is good for the soul sometimes.”

Of course, at the end of their meal, the mother bought her kids ice cream. Her six-year old stared at his dish for a moment and then did something surprising.


He picked up his sundae and, without a word, walked over and placed it in front of the woman who’d made the comment. With a big smile he told her, “Here, this is for you. Ice cream is good for the soul sometimes, and my soul is good already.”

But it’s not just individuals who want to judge who’s in and who’s out. How often do we read about denominational battles over that very issue? There seems to be endless debates over who may serve as clergy or who qualifies as a member. And those debates can be as brutal as any brawny bouncer we might imagine.


A friend of mine is the president of a college that became the object of such a denominational debate. He and others ended up bruised and battered.


Afterwards he sent me an e-mail that included this assessment: “It seems to me that all Protestant denominations need to re-divide themselves into two groups and then those groups get together. All of the far right—Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, etc.—could get together around two unifying concepts: (1) it is OK to hate other people, whether that hate is based on sexual orientation or some other basis and (2) the Bible does not mean what it says about helping the hungry, the homeless, etc., and all of what (money, food, etc.) we have is because we deserve it. All the other people who don’t believe these two things could come together in a denomination. Sorry for the rant. I am just so tired of the ‘pure’ people ranting about morals when the words ‘hunger, homelessness, and poverty’ never pass their lips.”

My friend’s words were, in part, shaped by his pain and anger. And yet they also echo what Jesus seems to say in today’s reading. Our receiving God’s gift of grace and attempting to be disciples of Jesus doesn’t entitle us to judge who’s in and who’s out.

Rather Jesus seems to say that our role is to welcome anyone who seeks to be with us, who seeks to help others, who seeks to reflect the grace they’ve received from God.


Today and the past two Sundays, we’ve begun our worship service by listening to a lesson written by the late theologian Henri Nouwen. In his writing, Nouwen often explored what it means to be part of God’s community and the critical role that each person plays in that community.


In one of his books, Nouwen wrote: “Community is like a large mosaic. Each little piece seems so insignificant. One piece is bright red, another cold blue or dull green, another warm purple, another sharp yellow, another shining gold. Some look precious, others ordinary. Some look valuable, others worthless. Some look gaudy, others delicate. As individual stones, we can do little with them except compare them and judge their beauty and value. When, however, all these little stones are brought together in one big mosaic portraying the face of Christ, who would ever question the importance of any one of them? If one of them, even the least spectacular one, is missing, the face is incomplete. Together in the one mosaic, each little stone is indispensable and makes a unique contribution to the glory of God. That’s community, a fellowship of little people who together make God visible in the world.”

Rather than trying to judge who’s in and who’s out, may we focus on the part we’re called to play in completing God’s design. And through that design, may we help make God visible in the world. Amen.
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