“Do This and Know that I Am With You”
“We saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him…” John says these words on behalf of the rest of the Disciples, and uses as the reason: “because he was not following us” as the justification of their actions. First, these words seem foreign to a lot of us, popular movies notwithstanding, because there really do not seem to be many cases of demonic possession occurring in everyday life. While it is true that certain aberrant actions by some individuals may lead some people to feel that those persons are possessed (and I have been told, on more than one occasion, that so and so needs to be exorcised – names withheld to protect the innocent), the fact is that possessions appear to happen much less frequently today than they did in Biblical times. Second, it is true that magicians and exorcists of the time, usually not of the Jewish faith, would invoke the name of a prominent individual and leader to add credulity and “force” to their actions. It’s the same principal as, for example, using a prominent and well known name to add weight to a letter or article – such as some of the letters of the New Testament being attributed to St. Paul or other known associates of Jesus Christ, when they really had no hand in their composition.
Whatever the reason for the imposture, we assume that the Disciples are surprised by Jesus reaction and admonition “Don’t stop him!” and goes on to say that no one who invokes his name can later be false to him, the truth of which we would sincerely like to believe. And there is a sense in which we all “cast out demons” in Jesus’ name even today, when someone comes to us asking advice regarding a difficulty or problem. I’m not talking about clergy or lay, I’m talking about everyday occurrences when a friend, co-worker, child is seeking help and seeks you out, and in listening to the situation it is obvious that person is wrestling with demons that are trying to dominate their lives. Advice is given, usually in a Christian context for most of us. Is that not then invoking Jesus’ name and working on Jesus’ behalf? Yes, we use skills and talents and, most of all, a ready ear to listen, but it is the Christian’s association with Our Lord and Master that directs and informs the help that is provided. And does it have to be within our own tradition? I think not, though that may not be readily apparent to some. 
George Bernard Shaw, I believe, once made the observation that England and America are two peoples separated by a common language. A similar argument may be made for Denominational differences – we are separated by a common belief. An illustration: several years ago, as the Rector of a Parish, I was invited to preach at an Ecumenical Service that was being held to mark the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, a week that coincides with the Feast of the Conversion of St. Paul. Several Denominations were to participate besides the Anglican Church of Canada and they included the Roman Catholic Church, the United Church of Canada, the Presbyterian Church and the Salvation Army. I was driving to St. Mary’s Church, Marystown, that Friday evening and the road took me past the local Pentecostal Church. They had a sign stretched over the entrance which proclaimed, ironically, that their Service of prayer for Christian Unity would be taking place at the same time as the one at which I was to preach. They were celebrating Christian Unity by themselves! But they were celebrating it and, moreover, doing so in Jesus’ name. Jesus himself said “Whoever is not against us is for us.” It is a statement that we need to hear more often, because we as Christian groups tend to become more insular and of a siege mentality when we perceive our autonomy being threatened by external circumstances. But the truth is that we have common goals and common purposes.
Jesus Said: “Whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward”. All Christian peoples have a common purpose, to declare the name of Jesus to an increasingly skeptical world, and to make that presence known by our actions. We do so invoking the name of Jesus, who gives us strength and purpose to accomplish what has been asked of us, to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, bring good news to the poor in spirit and bind up the broken hearted. Jesus said, when “I was hungry you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me [for]…just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” If that is not the Christian mandate, I don’t know what is! And Christ is on both sides of that equation, we do these things in the name of Christ, to bring these gifts and services to Christ. The symmetry is quite elegant.
We should not deride or condemn others for what they believe if it is not exactly what we believe. That they believe at all should be enough.
