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   I went out for a walk Tuesday evening and something unusual happened, even for Bay View.  
There seemed to be a tremendous number of people turning around.  It started as I left home I 
saw a car on Kinnickinnic  Ave turn around.  This isn’t particularly strange as it’s easy to get 
headed the wrong direction on my neighborhood’s angled streets.   But as I continued walking, 
this theme continued.  During the walk at least 4 different times I saw people on foot who 
turned around.  One in the middle of a block, another while crossing the street, for no apparent 
reason they turned around and started going the opposite direction.     
 
   Along the walk I started to realize how difficult it can be to turn around when I saw a 
gentlemen on a 4 wheel motorized scooter.  He did not have enough room on the sidewalk to 
navigate a turn around so he simply put his scooter in reverse.  Then as I neared one corner I 
saw the strangest turnaround of the day.   A bicycle rider passed by me, made her way up to 
the corner, put up the hand signal to make a right turn, and turned… left… the exact opposite 
direction.  During this 40 minute walk I saw at least 7 different people turn and go in the 
opposite direction. 
 
   When we hear our story from Mark’s gospel today and it’s mention of demons, and hell; and 
it’s talk about punishments including drowning, and plucking out eyes and cutting off body 
parts; well, all of this makes us mainline Protestants, especially UCC’er, want to turn and go in 
the opposite direction.  Run in the opposite direction in fact.  Many of us don’t believe in Hell 
when it is defined as a place of eternal torture, if there is a hell it’s the one humankind 
sometimes creates here on earth.  Demon possession isn’t in our vocabulary either.  And as for 
punishment, we aren’t perfect but we would never suggest the United States’ adopt a strict 
understanding of Sharia law.   
  
    The first theme Jesus is getting at in this story was represented earlier in our time with the 
children, The passage asks who is lean, lean, lean, lean, lean, lean, leaning on the Lord’s side?  
This is the question raised in the conversation about the man who has been healing in the name 
of Jesus, but is not a devoted follower.  The disciples are worried this man is tainting the faith 
so they tell him to stop, Jesus turns the conversation the opposite direction saying, “Don’t cut 
him off …whoever is not against us is for us.”   
 
    Then the second theme of this story is sin and how we deal with it.  The most basic definition 
of sin is, “anything which separates us from others or from God.”  That’s what a stumbling block 
does.  It makes the path to God more difficult.  The reality is we are not perfect, only God is 
perfect.  We include and exclude.  Hatred creeps into our words and deeds in unexpected ways.   
We lie and cheat.  We focus on self-preservation at the expense of others.  I still drive a car that 
gets only 20 to the gallon in the city, when many cars today attain mileage twice that or more.  
 



 
   But is driving a gas guzzling car reason to cut off my foot?  I remember a saying one of my 
uncles use to use.  He would learn that one of us cousins was not doing what we were 
supposed to do and he would say, “young man, you need to turn and go in a new direction.”    
 
    I conclude all Jesus’ talk about cutting off our hand, or gouging out our eyes, seems to be a 
startling way our savior was saying… some somethings are worth giving up for the sake of 
something better.  There may be somethings we need to cut out so we can, as my uncle would 
say, “turn and go in a new direction.” 
 
    You see when a spouse lies to their partner, and they talk it out, and decide to forgive each 
other – well there is an air of inauthenticity if the same spouse lies again and doesn’t follow my 
uncle’s advice. 
 
    When countries break agreements, maybe they work it out and decide to forgive each other, 
but the forgiveness crumbles if future agreements get broken again. 
 
   It begs a sort of introspective question -- how do we as individuals, communities and nations 
live when our imperfections, our misguided anger, our addictive behavior, our poorly expressed 
fear causes us to sin?  Sometimes we hide and hope the whole situation goes away.  Other 
times we brush our mistake under the carpet and pray no one ever looks there.  On occasion 
we get defensive.  We may even try to shift the blame or share blame with others.  But these 
don’t accomplish what my uncle is getting at when he said, “you need to turn and go in a new 
direction.”   
 
    We have no evidence any of Jesus’ followers took these self-mutilation instructions literally, 
but we have plenty of evidence of people then and now who have turned toward God by 
cutting out their fear to stand up for what is right, by cutting out an addiction, by following 
through on telling the truth, or by cut out behaviors where they place their own needs far 
before the needs of others.  We all have something we could remove from our life because it is 
causing separation from God, instead of drawing us closer to the sacred within and among us.   
This is the turn my uncle was referring to.  
 
    And as we turn, like those people on my walk, and go in the opposite direction, we find 
deeper experiences of goodness and beauty, life changing encounters with God.  We find the 
freedom that comes from forgiveness.  We are filled with love where hatred used to reside.  We 
find life in places that seemed dead.  We find happiness replacing regret.  We experience 
calmness where fear had become lodged. 
 
    This is the power of turning around our sin.  We can confess and apologize over and over.  
We can receive forgiveness 70 times 7 times.  But our confession isn’t really taken seriously 
until our behaviors and attitudes that cause us to sin have been truly changed.  That is the 
power of repentance. 
 



    To repent means to turn and go in the opposite direction.  It is a specific change in behavior 
or attitude that turns us back toward God and toward loving others.   
 
   When we cut off ourselves from self-centeredness, wastefulness, lies, fear, hatred, addiction 
and any anything else that leads us away from God, we find a new direction, one that moves us 
toward God.  It could happen in the middle of the block, in the middle of the street, in the 
middle of our bike ride as we extend a hand signal to turn one way; we can turn the opposite 
direction and receive the loving embrace of God who has been just behind us, waiting for us to 
turn around all along.   
 
       The fruits of repentance are well captured in Psalm 30:11-12, addressed to God the 
repentant one says,  “You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my 
sackcloth and clothed me with joy, so that my soul may praise you and not be silent.  O Lord my 
God, I will give thanks to you forever.” 
 
Amen 
 
     
 
     
 
 
 


