
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, 

and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” But Jesus said, “Do 

not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon 

afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us. For truly I tell 

you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of 

Christ will by no means lose the reward.” (Mark 9:38-41) 

 

 

A mountain climber was traversing a perilous cliff when he heard a panicked shout. It seems 

another climber had become trapped in a cleft down below, and needed someone to rescue him. 

“Just a minute,” said his rescuer, “I’ll throw you a rope.” “Thank the Lord you came along!” 

came the reply. “Oh, you’re a Christian?” the rescuer said, throwing him the rope. “That’s great, 

so am I! Catholic or Protestant?” “Protestant!” he answered, tying the rope round his waist. 

“That’s great, so am I!” said the rescuer, as he began to pull the man up the slope. “Methodist or 

Baptist?” “Baptist!” the fellow answered. “That’s great, so am I! General Baptist or Particular 

Baptist?” “Particular Baptist,” he answered. “That’s great, so am I! Particular Baptist Eastern 

Confession or Particular Baptist Western Confession?” “Western Confession,” the fellow 

answered as he got near the top. “That’s great, so am I! Particular Baptist Western Confession 

Reform of ’87 or Particular Baptist Western Confession Reform of ’95?” “Reform of ’95,” he 

answered. “Die, you heretic scum!” said the rescuer, and he let go of the rope!
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American humorist Robert Benchley once observed, “There are only two kinds of people in the 

world: those who divide the world into two kinds of people and those who don’t.”
2
 Seems to me 

we have a lot more of the first kind these days than we used to. Everywhere you turn people are 

divided into “us” against “them.” Watch the news. Read the papers. Listen to the radio. In 

politics in particular, but also in relationships and religion, it’s us against them. And the rules are 

clear: we are right and they are wrong. We are good and they are bad. We are smart and they are 

idiots. We are loving and they are hateful. We’re righteous in God’s sight and they are unjust. 

We are beloved of God and they are going to hell—and we’re rather glad about that, too.  

  

I experience this hateful venom from time to time at the hands of religious people, by other 

Christians, of all people. I get e-mails on occasion from people who say they are “praying” for 

me because they disagree with me about something. It’s never a plethora of issues, but just one 
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issue or another. Or they just flat out tell me God hates me and I’m going to hell. They don’t 

want to talk about the issue, or discuss what I believe, or invite a response, or explain their point 

of view. They just want me to know where I stand—which is just over the edge of a cliff. And 

they’re telling me that if they held the rope, they’d let me drop.  

  

Jesus had a different approach. The disciples came to him one day and complained, “We saw 

somebody casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him because he wasn’t one of 

us!” He wasn’t of the right denomination. She wasn’t of the right gender. He wasn’t of the right 

color. She wasn’t of the right orientation. He wasn’t of the right nationality. She wasn’t of the 

right class. He wasn’t ordained. They were different, and wouldn’t take orders from us.  

  

Jesus must have felt the irony of the situation. It was exactly the same charge the religious 

powers had leveled at him. He’s not educated! He’s just a carpenter’s son! He’s from Nazareth! 

He talks with women! He’s not a Sadducee! He lacks official approval—which was to say, he 

wasn’t one of them, and they couldn’t control him. So Jesus tells the disciples to leave the man 

be. He says, “Whoever is not against us is for us.”  

  

“Whoever is not against us is for us.” It goes against the grain of our natural inclinations. We 

usually think “Whoever is not for us is against us” and draw our circle very tightly against a 

hostile world. But Jesus is always pushing us to widen our circle until it includes the whole 

world: “Whoever is not against us is for us.” Jesus especially pushes the boundaries of class and 

nationality and race and religion. He widens the circle to include the least powerful and 

forgotten. He says, “Let the little children come unto me.” He says, “Whatever you have done, or 

not done, for the least of these, you have done also to me.” He says, “Love your enemies. Pray 

for those who spitefully use you.” And on and on. When we are tempted to hate and exclude, 

Jesus draws a circle in which he is the center and there is no boundary.  

  

What Jesus declared is just the opposite of what you usually hear. Usually leaders of movements 

say “whoever is not for us is against us” as a way of holding tight control by creating an “us 

against them mentality.” But Jesus said, “Whoever is not against us is for us,” which is amazing 

when you consider his situation at the time. First of all, he recognizes we do have enemies. We 

do have people who are against us. If we think we can stand for what is right in the world and 

seek to proclaim a gospel that God loves everybody equally, and not be opposed by those who 

stand to profit from injustice, oppression, and evil, we are mistaken. We are naive.  

  

Jesus never told his disciples they would have no enemies: “They will put you out of the 

congregation,” he told them. “Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you will think by 

doing so they are offering a worship to God.”
3 

When people you don’t even know categorize you 

and label you and demonize you and slander you and seek to ostracize you from the rest of the 

community or denomination or nation, you might just be on to something right. You have 

certainly touched a nerve. But it’s nothing new in the history of faith. “Blessed are you when 

people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 

account,” Jesus said. “Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same 

way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”
4 
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I don’t have to quote you chapter and verse, do I, where Jesus calls us to a different way of living 

than dividing the world into Us-Against-Them? The Bible is clear: what Jesus wants us to do is 

to see every human being as beloved of God, to treat every person with dignity and respect, to 

use our words to bless and not to curse and certainly never to abuse. Am I wrong about that? 

Jesus goes so far as to say, “Whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear my 

name will by no means lose the reward.” That’s a pretty wide criterion for receiving his praise, 

isn’t it? Turns out Jesus is not nearly so picky about whom he calls friends as most of his friends 

are. 

  

Jesus had an stunning ability to transcend conflict by seeing the universal connection we all 

share as beloved of God. He lived in a highly polarized and conflicted time, too, just as we do. 

The Pharisees hated the Sadducees, the Sadducees hated the Zealots, the Zealots hated the 

Iscarii, the Iscarii hated Herodians, the Jews hated the Romans—they were all at each other’s 

throats. Jesus came along accepting them all and confronting them all, and they all tried to attack 

him.  

  

Yet, inconceivably, if the gospel traditions are correct, Jesus ended up having personal friends 

and followers who were Pharisees and Sadducees and Zealots and Herodians and Jews and 

Romans. He didn’t lump together and categorize people, and then judge them as a class. Even in 

a hostile and dangerous situation, he did not become paranoid and controlling, rebellious and 

perverse, insisting that only those who thought like him could be his friends. Misunderstood by 

his friends, he still kept them. Hated by his enemies, he refused to hate them. Crucified by his 

opponents in the ultimate demonstration of their power, he didn’t pronounce a final death curse 

upon them: he forgave them. Do you realize how remarkable and unusual that is in all of human 

history? 

  

Will Campbell, a salty saint and Mississippi preacher, was an active participant in the Civil 

Rights Movement in the South and a friend of Martin Luther King, Jr. But in 1969, the night 

before Bob Jones, the Grand Dragon of the North Carolina KKK, was to enter a federal 

penitentiary for refusing to surrender Klan membership lists to a Congressional subpoena, 

Campbell went to the Dragon’s den, as Lawrence Wright puts it, “to celebrate communion with a 

bottle of bourbon.” Will Campbell went on to help Klan families get college scholarships for 

their kids and visited James Earl Ray in prison, the convicted assassin of his friend Martin. This 

outreach to racists infuriated some of his friends in the movement. It sounds like anathema to us. 

But he didn’t help the Klan to affirm their racism. He did it as a follower of Christ. He 

maintained personal relationship to Klan members and refused to hate them for their hateful 

views. When people asked him if he thought he could save the souls of such evil men, Campbell 

answered that would be presumptuous of him. But he added, “They might, however, save mine.”  

  

In his first book, Race and the Renewal of the Church, Campbell revealed that he didn’t see the 

racist and himself as “Us versus Them.” He wrote:  

 

I have seen and known the resentment of the racist, his hostility, his frustration, 

his need for someone upon whom to lay blame and punish. I know he is mistaken, 

misguided, and willfully disobedient, but somehow I am not able to distinguish 

between him and myself. My sins may not be his, but they are no less real and 
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heinous. Perhaps I have been too close to this man. Perhaps if I had not heard his 

anguished cry when the rains didn’t come in time to save his cotton, if I had not 

felt the severity of his economic deprivation, if I had not looked upon his agony 

on Christmas Eve while I, his six year old child feigning sleep, waited for a Santa 

who would never come, if I had not been one of him through these gales of 

tragedy, I would be able to condemn him without hesitation. If I had not shared 

his plight, if I had not lived with him in an atmosphere of suspicion, distrust, 

ignorance, misinformation, and nefarious political leadership, surely my heart 

would break less when I see him fomenting mob violence in front of his 

schoolhouse and his church house. Perhaps I would not pity him as much if I were 

not from his loins. But pity him I do. 

  

Wrestling with this vision of his own face in the face of his enemy, Campbell came up with his 

theology in a nutshell, which I can’t quite repeat, but I’ll paraphrase it. He says, “We’re all 

(wretched sinners), but God loves us anyway!”  

  

Who is “Us” to you? Who is “Them”? Who do you look down upon because they’re “worse” 

sinners that you? Who do you love? Just those who are like you? And who do you hate? Ask 

yourself: who do you consider to be utterly hate-worthy, totally outside even God’s capacity to 

love? Now listen again to what Jesus said to us: “Whoever is not against us, is for us.” “You 

have heard, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,’ but I say to you, ‘Do not resist an 

evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to 

sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go 

also the second mile.’” Are you sure God doesn’t love them?  

  

Several years back, the McGill Baptist Church in Concord, North Carolina, went through a test 

of loving those who hated them. They are an admirable Christian fellowship, but they were “dis-

fellowshipped” from their church association because they had baptized two gay men. Then they 

were notified that the State Baptist Convention of North Carolina was rejecting them, too. Not 

for ordination, mind you, but for baptizing two gay men who came to believe in Christ. Their 

church was then picketed by members of a group dedicated to the idea that God hates 

homosexuals. The protestors that came were noisy and angry and even violent. A few even 

invaded their service and attempted to disrupt worship.  

  

But that’s not the real news. The news is that three men from the church took cold water out to 

the protestors because it was July, and the sun was white hot in the Carolinas, and the protestors 

had nothing to drink. The protestors tried to argue with these three men, but those who brought 

the water out said, “No, no, we just want you to have this in the name of Christ.” 

  

“In the name of Christ.” In the name of Jesus who had the divine ability not to be shaped by 

those who opposed him. Jesus did not hate people when they hated him but responded out of the 

center of his loving being. I believe that Jesus also wants us to be defined by our experience of 

God’s love rather than by our need to be better than others by demonizing them.  

  

Let me ask you: Do you want to be remembered for whom you love in the name of Christ, or for 

those you hate? If a group of bitter, insecure, frightened souls tries to bully us by dehumanizing 
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and excluding us, and we, in turn, also become hateful, spiteful and bitter, and dehumanize and 

exclude them, has the enemy not won in a fundamental way? They will have made us over into 

their own image. If we return hatred for hatred, how does that honor Christ? We will not be 

reflecting Christ’s love; rather we’ll become the mirror image of those who hate.  

  

God loves us with a love so big it makes us uncomfortable. We’re instructed to love those who 

hate us. We’re taught to be big enough to turn the other cheek when we’re struck. We’re told that 

those who aren’t against us are actually for us. And it’s radical. And we resist it with every fiber 

of our being, convinced that “an eye for an eye” is the way it should be. But God’s love is 

enormous. The history of religion is, in one way, the story of humans watering down that love, 

attaching conditions to it, saying God can’t love that much. God’s love redraws the line between 

chosen and unchosen, insider and outsider, male-female, Gentile-Greek; the line that the Apostle 

Paul insisted God had erased in Jesus Christ. God’s inclusive love is frightening. The 

implications of it are mind-boggling. It’s so much easier just to hate those who hate us, and to 

just give back what we receive, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. 

  

A medieval Jewish story tells of an angel who appeared to a man and told him he would return in 

thirty days and grant the man one wish. He could have whatever he wanted if he would accept 

the condition that whatever he wished, his neighbor would receive the same doubled. Wow! But 

the man hated his neighbor, and the thought that his neighbor would receive twice as much 

infuriated him. He could hardly sleep for thinking of it. He couldn’t even ponder how wonderful 

it was, how he might bring blessing upon himself. Instead, he spent his thirty days thinking more 

of his hatred for his enemy than his blessing by God. Consequently, when the angel returned and 

asked what he wished, the man answered, “I want you to put out one of my eyes.” 

  

The Old Testament prescription for justice, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” was 

invoked to limit the cycle of violent retaliation so that total war would not result from minor 

offenses. Otherwise we would all be toothless and blind. Jesus replaced it with the law of love. 

“Love your enemies,” Jesus commanded, “and pray for those who persecute you, so that you 

may be children of your Father in heaven; who makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good, 

and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”
5
 

  

If Robert Benchley was right that “there are only two kinds of people in the world: those who 

divide the world into two kinds of people and those who don’t,” then let this be the difference 

between “us” and “them:” that we always include others in the grace of God even though they 

hate and exclude us.  

  

Perhaps the guiding message for us sinners on the way to sainthood, to being children of God, to 

being like Christ, is for us to stop creating objects for our hatred, to stop dividing our world into 

“Us” and “Them.” Maybe we get what we wish upon others. Didn’t Jesus say that we will be 

forgiven to the degree that we forgive others, and that the measure we give will be the measure 

we receive? If we condemn others, perhaps we bring condemnation down upon our own heads. If 

we bless those who would damn us, perhaps we find that we end up blessed beyond all our 

dreams. Maybe the wisdom of “do unto others as you would have them do unto you” is deeper 

than we ever fathomed. Maybe we receive in kind the treatment we give to others.  
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One thing is sure: If we ever lose the ability to bless those who curse us, we will betray what we 

claim to believe. May God grant us the humility to see that every human struggle is US against 

US, and that God’s grace in Christ is for all of us, everywhere, including even the people we 

don’t like because, well, they don’t like us. And God give us the wisdom to love even those 

people carrying ropes who come to save us.  

 

 

______________________ 
1. Larry Bethune, Sermon, September 28, 1997  
2. A quote often mis-attributed to Mark Twain. 
3. John 16:2 
4. Matthew 5:11-12 
5. Matthew 5:44-45 

 


