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Pulpit Fiction is a website that offers preachers resources for 
sermon preparation based on the lectionary. At the top of the page 
for today’s readings was the caption, “A True Biblical Literalist.” 
Just below was a cartoon drawing of a pirate wearing a hat with the 
familiar skull-and-crossbones insignia, and a parrot perched on his 
shoulder. The pirate's left hand held a raised sword, but he had no 
right hand. Instead, in its place was a hook, just like the one Captain 
Hook wore to replace the hand that Peter Pan chopped off and the 
crocodile swallowed. One of the eyes of the pirate also was missing, 
along with a foot and a tooth. 
 
The cartoonist was illustrating something Jesus says in today's Gospel: 
“If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it 
is better for you to lose one of your members than for your whole 
body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, 
cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your 
members than for your whole body to go into hell.” 
 
Yet the artistic rendering was not entirely literal, for it wasn't the 
right eye that was missing but the left. And the artist had taken 
other liberties since the text says nothing about cutting off one's 
foot or yanking out a tooth if one of those causes you to sin. But still, 
it makes a very good point: being a true biblical literalist requires a 
lot of commitment. If all of us took the Bible literally, I suppose 
each of us here would be missing our right eye and our right hand. 
So what do you think: did Jesus like to exaggerate? I think he did. 
How else do we make sense of a text like this?  
 

Today Jesus one-ups the Commandments. He says that these laws 
have a much broader application than just prohibiting murder or 
adultery. They’re not merely about avoiding doing things that are 
bad for our neighbors and bad for us. 
 
Last Wednesday, I sat in with a St. Andrew men's group that is 



currently reading a book summarizing the history of Christianity. In 
the 4th century when Christianity became legal in the Roman Empire, 
some individuals moved out into the desert to practice their faith. 
They weren't sure they could function as Christians without being 
persecuted, and some of them decided to persecute themselves. 
One monk who swatted an annoying gnat felt so guilty about it that 
he spent the next six months living and suffering in a gnat-infested 
area. Maybe that enabled him to believe he had done proper 
penance for murdering a gnat. Another monk felt ashamed when 
people saw him eating. 
 
It makes you wonder if these people took what Jesus said in today's 
Gospel literally and that this was the source of their troubles. Since 
some of them seemed to be genuinely embarrassed because they 
were not pure spirit but were flesh and blood people, their solution 
was to deprive themselves of community and live in total isolation. 
 
Yet Jesus never recommended this approach. He always connected 
our love for God with our love for our neighbor. This also comes out 
in today’s Gospel when Jesus says, “So when you are offering your 
gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has 
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; 
first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer 
your gift.” 
 

Here Jesus is clearly telling us that how we treat God is revealed in 
how we treat other people. Living the life of faith is not about 
keeping ourselves pure, as if we ever could do that. Our faith is 
about living in a vital relationship with God and with one another. It 
is about forgiving each other, hearing that others forgive us, and 
having confidence in the forgiveness of God. When we get all 
wrapped around ourselves by focusing on what we are doing or are 
failing to do, we’re missing the point. Because our faith is not about 
what we do, it’s about what God does. 
 
Paul makes this same point in our Second Reading. He begins by 



drawing out an important contrast in his thought: what it means to 
live in the spirit as opposed to living in the flesh. Paul tells the 
Corinthians that they are spiritual babies who are still unable to 
tolerate any food other than a diet solely of milk. Ironically, Paul 
pictures himself – a man – as a mother nursing these infants: “I fed 
you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. 
Even now you are still not ready, for you are still of the flesh.” Isn’t 
it fascinating that Paul uses this very earthy and fleshy image of 
himself nursing the Corinthians to make this point about the 
Corinthians spiritual lives? Clearly, Paul does not see the spirit as 
being at odds with the needs of the body. 
 
Then Paul takes them to task for focusing on their leaders – rather 
than seeing their leaders as working together to serve God. Their 
leaders are not in competition with each other. They do not have to 
choose which team they are on, because they are all on the same 
team. Paul and Apollos are both “servants through whom you came 
to believe.” 
 
What a great text this is for us to hear today in a time of transition. 
If we were to change the names of our leaders at St. Andrew to 
apply to us today, then without a doubt, since Eric Pearson was the 
pastor developer who planted St. Andrew, his is the voice of Paul for 
us today. So pardon me, Eric, I’m going to put Paul’s words into your 
mouth now: “I Eric planted, Howard Mettee watered, then Julian 
watered, then Michael, then Erik Allen, then Katherine, then Julian 
again, and then, fill in the blank – who knows? But God gave the 
growth. So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth. The one who plants 
and the one who waters have a common purpose. For we are God’s 
servants, working together.” 
 
No congregation belongs to its leaders. This is just as true for the 
people of St. Andrew, Franklin, as it was true for the people in 
Corinth, Greece. Each of our leaders in the past, the present, and 
the future has a specific but limited ministry. What we have done in 



the past, what we are doing in the present, and what we will do in 
the future is not about us. It’s always about what God is doing in and 
through Jesus and what God is doing through us in this community. 
That’s the bottom line: that’s the solid food of the gospel. 
 
Together, whoever our leaders are, including our pastors and also 
our lay leaders, we have a “common purpose.” For all of us “are 
God’s servants, working together.” 
 
John McCutcheon is a folk singer and songwriter. He has mastered 
the hammered dulcimer and plays six other musical instruments too. 
McCutcheon has recorded 40 albums since the 1970s. His song “Step 
by Step” speaks to today’s theme: 
 

 Step by step the longest march can be won, can be won 
 Many stones can form an arch, singly none, singly none 
 And by union what we will, can be accomplished still 
 Drops of water turn a mill, singly none, singly none 
 
Or to put it another way, as one of my college religion professors 
used to say, “The Bible is not a do-it-yourself salvation kit!” Our 
faith is not an individualistic, me-and-my-Jesus kind of thing – our 
faith is lived out in the rough and tumble of life in community. Our 
love for God and our love for Christ are revealed in our love for all 
of our sisters and brothers around the world. As Paul reminds us 
today, we “have a common purpose. For we are God’s servants, 
working together.” 
 

Let us pray: 
 
Gracious God, pour out upon us your holy and unifying Spirit, and 
awaken in every confession of the church and in all people 
everywhere a hunger and thirst for unity in you; through Jesus Christ, 
our Savior and Lord. Amen.1  

 

1 Adapted from Evangelical Lutheran Worship's prayer for “Church Unity,” p. 73. 


