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A cartoon I once saw has a Muslim imam and a Christian pastor (clearly identified by their religious garb)
standing by the road holding two large signs. In big bold letters one said, "Turn Around" and the other, "The
End is Near!" In the next panel there was a sleek new convertible with a man and woman in it, clearly looking
very cool. As the car goes past them the man and the woman in the car yell out obscenities at them. "You
narrow-minded religious freaks," yells one. "Go back to the middle ages," yells the other. In the next panel
there's a loud crash and we can see water splashing all over. Clearly the car has gone over a cliffâ�¦â�¦.. The
imam looks at the pastor and says "May be we should simply write, 'Bridge Out!'"
I tell you this story to underscore three quick points. One is that the world is about to go over a cliff and
doesn't know it. Two, we religious people, have an urgent message to convey to the world, but often
communicate it so poorly that we often are the subject of the world's derision. Three, before coming to the
roadside with the sign, the imam and the pastor had a conversation â�� an interfaith dialogue, if you will, and
rather than go home and take a nap, they decided to act in compassion for people like the couple in the
convertible. Had there been a fourth panel on the cartoon, we may have seen the imam and the pastor bringing
their congregations together and re-building the bridge.
I want to talk to you today about interreligious relations, an area of ministry which is my calling and passion.
Christians who have not had the opportunity to engage in interreligious dialogue tend to worry that if they do
so, they may be making concessions; that in the process their faith will be diluted and that their Christian
witness will be compromised. I must tell you; this is not the experience of those who engage in dialogue. They
often testify that their faith is both tested and enriched in the encounter. But a lot of Christians don't
understand this. Let's admit it! The road to standing in solidarity with those of other religions has been
particularly riddled with landmines. We know this at our church, don't we? One of the persistent questions has
been the sense that God's revelation, grace and power are available only through the church.
Mainstream ecumenical theology hasn't helped the situation much. This story goes back well over 50 years,
but it still describes the attitude of the church. The prominent Sri Lankan ecumenist D.T. Niles once
confronted Karl Barth. Having heard Barth say that there is no divine revelation in Hinduism, Niles asked if
Barth had ever met or made friends with a Hindu. To which Barth replied that he had not met one in his life. If
you have never met a Hindu in your life, asked Niles, how can you say that there is no revelation in
Hinduism? "A priori" said Barth. There is no need to ask. We know this already from Christian scripture.
Well, that's not exactly right! There are many stories in the Bible that point us in towards spiritual humility
and toward discovering God in the most unusual places including in and among people of other religions.
Today's lectionary points us to one. Asian theologians in particular have been in the forefront of this debate,
and I am indebted to Prof. C.S. Song for the interpretation I am about to give you.
There is this interesting exchange between Jesus and his disciples. Jesus had just settled a dispute among his
disciples about the question of who is the greatest. Here he was going about the business of God's reign. He
had offended both the political and religious authorities and the danger to his life was all too real. And yet his
disciples, those who shared life and work with him, didn't seem to understand the danger, risk and the cost
involved in the kind of servant leadership he exemplified -- they were more into gaining power for
themselves.
Jesus took the opportunity to teach them what he meant by leadership. "Whoever wants to be first," he told
them, "must be last of all and servant of all." This is not the kind of leadership practiced by those in power, be
it political or religious. This must have been too much for the disciples to understand, much less to accept. So
Jesus demonstrates by taking a child, set him in front of them, put his arm around him, and declared that to
receive a child such as this is to receive him. It is those who are powerless such as children -- and by
inference, the poor, the oppressed, the disinherited -- who are accepted in the reign of God.
It is interesting that both Mark and Luke follow the story of the disciples' argument over greatness by the story
of the "strange exorcist." This is not a coincidence. Power struggles, such as what the disciples engaged in,
produce this attitude of exclusivism particularly towards those who are not the immediate members of the
community. This is precisely what happened in the story of the strange exorcist. John told Jesus that he and
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the other disciples tried to stop a man "driving demons in your name."
I wonder what kind of attitude John and the disciples would have had as they said this to Jesus. One indication
of their attitude comes from their argument about who's the greatest. I can easily imagine how a part of their
argument could have been about the kind of spirituality the great ones have. Some may have even thought of
themselves as an exclusive group within the disciple community. Those who think in exclusive terms find it
hard to accept, even to tolerate those who are different, think differently or live differently. "Whoever wants
to be first must be the least of all and the servant of all," said Jesus, rebuking that spirit in his disciples. That
was contrary to the values of God's reign.
Other indications of their attitude come from the story itself. Consider the reason John gave for trying to stop
the exorcist. "He was not one of us," said John. This explains it! He was not one of us -- not one of the twelve
disciples. He was an outsider, not a member of our fellowship. He had no place in our community of disciples.
Can you see the exclusivistic nature of their thinking?
There's another hint about John's attitude that is instructive for us. "Teacher," he said, "we saw a man driving
out demons in your name...." The contention is based on the name of Jesus. It is this name that distinguishes
them from others. As they understood it, only the twelve had been commissioned by Jesus and were
authorized to act in his name. This explains why they instinctively tried to stop the exorcist. Now, the
interesting thing is that the exorcist was doing something the disciples themselves failed to do. In this same
chapter, Luke describes an incident where some disciples in Jesus' absence could not heal a boy suffering
from epileptic seizures. "Teacher," the boy's father addressed Jesus when he appeared on the scene, "I asked
your disciples to drive out the spirit, but they failed." Can you see the irony? The disciples could not drive out
the spirit in vs. 40 but in vs. 49, we have the story of a stranger who was able to "drive out demons in Jesus'
name."
There's no doubt that the disciples knew how Jesus cast our demons. There's no doubt that they expected to be
able to stand up to the occasion and exercise the power of healing. And there's no doubt that they invoked the
name of Jesus in an attempt to heal the boy. But nothing worked. But that exorcist whom they did not know,
that stranger they do not acknowledge as one of their own, is driving out demons in Jesus' name! In contrast to
their incompetence, that man is competent. Where they failed, he is succeeding. So they try to stop him, and
tell him not to use their teacher's name in carrying out his work of healing.
This is where they went wrong. And unfortunately, this is exactly where the church too, goes wrong. The
disciples thought that the power inherent in Jesus' name had become their property. This is why they wanted
to stop the unauthorized use of that name. And the church has often thought that the name of Jesus is the
property of the church. I hope we understand this clearly. The power inherent in Jesus' name is not the
property of the church and it cannot do with it as it wishes. That power is Jesus' personally and eternally. We
cannot make it our own or control it.
So you ask, how did that strange man learn to exercise the power that comes with the name of Jesus? We can
guess that the strange exorcist must have seen Jesus healing the sick and driving out evil spirits. He himself
might have been a spiritual healer of some sort. But instead of finding Jesus a threat to his trade, he must have
been deeply impressed by Jesus. Perhaps he had a genuine compassion for people's suffering, just like Jesus
did.
Then there is something else. It has to do with faith. In the story of the epileptic boy, when the disciples asked
Jesus why they were not able to heal the boy, do you remember what Jesus told them? "Because of your little
faith." And in Matthew's description of the incident he added, "I tell you this: if you have faith no bigger than
a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there, and it will move. nothing will prove
impossible for you." (Matt. 17:20)
With faith no bigger than a mustard seed you can move mountains! Did you hear that? A really disturbing
thought, is it not, that those disciples who lived so closely with Jesus did not share the faith with which Jesus
was able to carry out his ministry of God's reign? Is it not an equally disturbing thought, then, that we the
church that bears Jesus' name also may not have such faith? When did you last see the church engaged in
casting out demons, whether it is in individuals or in institutions? When did you last hear civil authorities so
threatened by the church as to ask "by what power and by what name do you do this?" like how they asked of
Peter and John in Acts 4? Of course, throughout the history of the church there are many instances of witness
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to the power of God manifested through Jesus' name, but is it not also true that its history is one in which the
church that has failed to exercise that power because of its little faith?
Then there is an even more disturbing thought. That faith in the power of God, that faith the disciples of Jesus
and members of the church ought to have but in reality do not -- can some else have it? Can someone who is
not a disciple of Jesus be capable of having that faith? The answer is yes -- according to the report that the
disciples brought back to Jesus about the strange exorcist. "We saw a man," said John, "driving out demons in
your name." And here is something for us to think about deeply and take to heart seriously. If, as Jesus told
the disciples, faith is supremely essential to the ministry of healing and God's reign, then that man driving out
demons in Jesus' name must have been empowered to do so by that same faith.
The question is how did that man come to have that faith. The faith that is supposed to be found only within
the community closely related to Jesus -- how is it possible for a strange exorcist to have such a faith to drive
out demons? At first glance, this is a puzzling question. For many Christians it is even an impossible question.
But think about it? Is it so puzzling if we were to consider that God is not only the God of Christians but also
of all people? Is it so impossible a question when we remind ourselves that the reign of God for which Jesus
lived and died can be manifested outside as well as inside the Christian community? The strange exorcist had
faith in that name because he must have seen in Jesus how God was at work. He must have come to realize
something extraordinary in that name. That name is not just an empty concept, rather a dynamic symbol,
pregnant with meaning.
The name of Jesus -- its a personal name, but its more than that. It stands for the reign of God. It represents the
reign of God so much, and so powerfully, that it means the reign of God, that it even is the reign of God. To
hear what Jesus says is to hear what the reign of God says. To see what he does is to see what the reign of God
does. There is no reason to believe that the man may have used Jesus' name as a magical formula as many
faith healers do today. Rather he may have seen the demonic forces arrayed against those very same people to
whom Jesus said the reign of God belongs. But in doing so, he was engaged in what Jesus was doing himself
-- bringing about the reign of God.
Are you surprised then, that Jesus came back with such an instantaneous and forceful command: "Do not stop
him!" The disciples must have been taken by surprise. They must have fully expected that Jesus would
approve of what they had told the strange exorcist. It must have surprised the disciples even more when Jesus
said, (this is in Mark's account of the story in chapter 9) "No one, who does the work of divine power in my
name will be able the next moment to speak evil of me." Did you hear that? The work of divine power. That's
a clear affirmation that in Jesus' mind, the man was doing the work of the reign of God. So the implication is
then, if someone, even a total stranger, was doing something related to the reign of God, the disciples should
not stop him. That person, Jesus could have added, may be a Jew, a Samaritan, a Gentile, or if he knew about
them, a Muslim, a Hindu, a Buddhist or even a non-religious person. What that person is, does not matter. In
Jesus' mind, the only thing that matters is, whether what this person is doing contributes to the reign of God.
I know this is not easy for us. It is particularly hard because it has been hard for the church to move beyond its
captivity to its exclusive theology. I came to realize long ago, that I cannot contain Jesus in my religious
structure. Jesus is bigger, broader, wider and deeper than any of my attempts to keep him confined. I've come
to see God's revelation, power and grace all over creation. Strange exorcists everywhere! Hindus, Muslims,
Buddhists, Christians and people of many other religions and of no religion coming together to exorcise the
demons of multi-nationals and international financial institutions that continue to exploit our people, the
environmental catastrophe that awaits us and the nuclear arsenals that threaten to annihilate all of us. Often
they are a lot more effective than we are in driving out the demons of injustice. They are competent, while we
are often incompetent. And how often does the church say, Lord, we saw someone driving out demons in your
name and we tried to stop them? When we do Jesus says to us. Do not stop them! For those who are not
against us are for us! They too are our sisters and brothers. They too are the people of God, engaged in the
mission of God's reign.
The question is then: can we build a bridge together?
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