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"If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off.". These words of Jesus seem unpleasant, they seem too 

absolute and even agressive. How should we understand this strong language of Jesus? 

This Sunday's gospel begins with an attempt by one of Jesus' disciples to cut someone away from 

their company because he is considered as an outsider, not belonging to the circle of Jesus. People 

do this easily: to distinguish in clear categories: 'He belongs to my network and she doesn't fit in our 

group.' For Jesus the source of this clarity can't be found in human distinctions. For Him, the source 

of 'belonging to one another' is situated in the relationship with Christ and the Gospel. This is evident 

by his answer: " Truly I tell you, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you 

belong to the Messiah will certainly not lose their reward." The measure of belonging to the group is 

therefore the commitment of each person with Christ and the Gospel radiated in daily practice.  The 

radiation of that connection with Jesus can be seen in your way of speaking, in your actions towards 

your fellow men. In tradition, we call this radiation of God in people's actions: God's Spirit. That Spirit 

finds landing places that we do not expect, in people that do not fit in our standards of 'good 

christians'. Both Moses - in the first reading - and Jesus in the gospel are opening our eyes for the 

unexpected and surprising work of the Spirit in people we may consider as outsiders. Can we see God 

at work in unexpected ways in unexpected people?  

 "Aren't you too optimistic and naïve about human possibilities? This is neither a naive 

overestimation of human powers nor a devaluation of Church and Faith. It is about trusting God and 

His action in creative and unexpected ways. God is acting in the faithfull and in people who may not 

indicate themselves as believers. The question is: How can we, as believers, live and love in such a 

way that non-believers can sense something lifegiving and attractive in us, a place where they may 

encounter God? Can our commitment to Christ help others to find God? 

 Jesus asks this question to his circle of disciples, saying: "You consider that man casting out demons 

in my name as not belonging to our circle. How committed are you in living the gospel? Are you 

willing to invest all your energy in breaking radically with your own demons and destructive 

practises? That is expressed in these radical images Jesus is using in today's gospel: the millstone 

around the neck when you give offense to little ones, cutting your hand of when it causes to sin.  

In fact, Jesus is asking his disciples: You have clear ideas about who belongs to us and who doesn't. 

But what about you and your belonging to me? Are you ready to cut of all that is blocking the coming 

of God's Kingdom?  

Unfortunately the obstacles for God's Kingdom exist in Church as well.  In the last few weeks we have 

been confronted with new cases of abuse by priests. The consequences - deep wounds to the victims 

and loss of trustworhiness of the Church - were expressed very clearly by Pope Francis in his letter to 

all members of the worldwide Church. The Pope writes that never enough can be done in asking 

forgiveness and healing. And also that everything must be done to prevent abuse. Not only the abuse 

itself must be combated, but also the unhealthy attitudes that form a breeding ground for it. The 

Pope indicates clericalism as such a breeding place: the unhealthy use of power among clerics, the 

lack of involvement of others in decision making, considering your own position more important than 

service to others: "Clericalism, whether fostered by priests themselves or by lay persons, leads to an 

excision in the ecclesial body that supports and helps to perpetuate many of the evils that we are 

condemning today.  To say 'no' to abuse is to say an emphatic 'no' to all forms of clericalism." 



  

"If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off." In this context these radical, maybe unpleasant 

words are challenging us. Together with the Pope's letter, they call upon the Church community to 

break with unhealthy attitudes and structures.  

At the same time, the Pope writes about the necessity of building up a community in which 

leadership is a service and not a privilige; in which each member is respected and can take 

responsibility. A few weeks ago Pope Francis offered a building block for this by inviting the 

worldwide Church to pray with him in a novena. I conclude with a prayer from that nine-day prayer 

process: 

God, you alone are Lord! You are calling us to be your People: your children. At our baptism we were 

proclaimed to be priests, kings and prophets. It's wonderful that there are people who dedicate 

themselves to you in a special way. But that does not make them any better than any and every one 

of us. Help us to give up every form of human exaggeration and to find a way to organize your 

Church that strengthens all of us in our dignity as your children. I ask this through Jesus Christ, our 

brother and Lord. Amen. 


