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YWhoever Is Not Against Us is For Us
& sertnan by Ted Atkinson, Minister , Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, PA on the 12th Sunday after
Fentecost, Septernber 25, 1988, Soripture Lessons: Job 42:1-5; Fsalm 27:7-14; Jarnes 4:13-17;
5:7-11; Mark 9:38-50.

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

John and Mary (whose natres are fictitious) attended the baptism of
their neighbor's child in a Roman Cathelic church, Now John and Mary are
baptists. They don't believe in infant baptism but they went to the service
because their neighbors invited them.

Both John and Mary had been baptized as adults by immersion in & creek
oh Easter Sunday morning four years ago when Easter came near the end of
April and it was o bright, sunny, Spring morning. Up till then they hadn't
given tmuch thought about God. Like 85 of the people in the US they

believed Jesus was the Son of God but it didn't really make anyg difference

in their life. But it had been & bad winter. John had gotten laid off from “ ’ : »&;ﬂ

wark. They'd been srguing and shouting & 1ot et each other and it seemed
like their marriage was falling spart. So out of desparation and hope they
both decided to go to church on Palm Sundsy four years ago, to & little
Baptist church because i1 was the clozast.

The prescher was a powerful yet simple preacher. He ware no gown. He
just stood up there with e Bible in his hend, without even a pulpit. He
talked about life and death and heaven and hell and how Jesus catne to save
us from sin and hell and judgment. As Mary listened she waos trembling
with fesr and hope. She'd never felt that way before. At the end of the
service the preacher asked people to raise their hands if they wanted to
invite Jesus into their hearts. After several maments aof inner struggle,
Mary raized her hand, rndt really knowing for sure what this meant or how

it would affect her life.



Then the preacher asked those who had raised their hand to came
forward if they meant business with God. He reminded them of how Jdesus
walked from Jerusalem to Calvary carrying a heavy cross and how we
should be willing to walk a few feet down the aisle to get right with God.
Mary leaned over and Lold John she was goihg forvard and asked him to go
with her. So they both walked down the aisle and knelt. Tears were
streaming down Mary's face by now. John felt a little bit embaraszed and
confused about what was happening but he also had a wartn feeling and
thought that maybe this was really going to change their lives as & couple.

The preacher came up to them and led themm in a simple prayer. Then he
ghcouraged them to bear withess to their new found Taith in Christ by
being baptized in the creek next Sunday, Easter Sunday. John and Maty

didn't know if they were qmta ready for that but the prpachpr Kept o

" urging them to act an their new found faith. The riext Sunday, Easter

Sunday, John and Mary decided to go through with it. After the service
most of the congregetion followed them and the preacher down to the
creek. They all sang Gospel songs, "Are you washed in the bload of the
Lamb”, "l serve a rizen Savior, he's in the world today”, "Years | spent in
vanity and pride, caring not my Lord was crucified.” Everybody knew the
words by heart, Passers by stopped to watch what was going on. Same
kids were macking snd making fun. Well dressed men shd wormen an their
wal home from church slowed down to see this strange sight.

There was very little ritual or ceremony. The preacher stood there
waist deep in the cold water and read the words of Psul about being buried
with Christ in baptism and raised with him to nhewness of Tite. Then he
asked John and Mary to give a word of testimony about how they were
converted, Then, after a shart prayer, the preacher took each one in turn
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and shaved them backvrard into the cold water baptizing them. Mory came
up coughing and spluttering, and then John. The congregation were
shouting hallelujah and praise the Lord.

That was four years sgo. |1t was the beginning of & new 1ife for John
and Mary. They became involved in every ares of that church's life. They
carried their Bibles to Sunday School, Church, and Prager meeting. John
gven started taking his Bible to work with him sfter he got a new job.
They cut off relationships with many of their old friends who they thought
wolld drag thern down and avway from Jesus. And they made & 1ot of nev
friends in the church.

ATl they knew of the Christian faith was their little church. They
doubted whether friends and neighbors reised in the mainling churches

were really Christians. |t seemed like there were & 1ot of hominal

Christians; people who went to church because it was the thing to do; n

people who believed things end said things by rote but whe didn't really
have a personal relationship with Jesus. Mary would say, "They smoke ahd
drink and go to movies and dances and then they gel all dressed up and go
to church. What a bunch of hypocrites.”

Their suspicions sbout so-called Christians cutside their church were
confirtned when they etiended the baptism of their neighbors baby ot the
Catholic church. The priest stood up there wearing a gowh, & surpice, @
stole. "who was he trying to impress?”, 611 thought. "where in the Bible
does it say that preachers are supposed to wear all that stuff?" And then
the priest read hig prayers cut of @ book. "He'd pray from the heart if he
were a resl Christian, he wouldn't need & book,” John thought. Then they
heard the priest tell the devil to depart and he breathed into the face of
the baby and said, "Receive the Holy Spir 1. He put sall on the haby's
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tongue and the baby started crying. He zeid that Christians are the salt of
the earth and that those who fallowed Jesus might be called upon to face
persecution. He placed o candle in the babies hand. He poured water from
a little silver scallop shaped dipper on the head of the baby and said, "l
baptize you in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
"There was hardly enough water ta drown a flea”, Johin thought. Then the
priest put same il on the forehead of the baby and held the baby up and
zaid that this child was born again. “That's ridiculous!” John thought.
“what & bunch of hocus-pocus, How could a baby be born agsin. Why all
this rigamarole? A baby can't believe.” As they were leaving at the end of
the service their neighbors introduced John and Mary to their priest.

The week after the baptism in the Roman Cathelic church, John came
horme Par Y mih a terrible headache and 8 fewar He thuuqht he Was commg
down wnh the flu. But after:;vera dﬁgb of mqh fever, diarhea and 7
yorniting he was afraid of dehydration. They went to the emergency roor
and he was admitiesd to the hospital. He was disgnosed as having some
kind of infection but the doctors didn't know where it was or what was
nausing it. A week passed and he continued to have a high-fever that
sometimes made him delerious.

One afterncon John awoke and saw the priest standing there. He'd been
yisiting some of his parishioners and, retnembering Joht at the baby's
baptizm, stopped in to say hello, They talked far awhile and then the
priest asked if he could pray for Joht's healing. John was a litile
skeptical., He wasn't et all sure that God listens to prayers of Roman
Catholica. But politeness won out end he let the priest pray but John didn't
close fiis eyes. The priest placed one hand on Johi's Torehead end 1ifted
the other. He turned hiz face toward the ceiling as though looking into the
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face of God in heaven. And he prayed {without a book this time), "Dear
Lord, thank gou that Jesus died for us. Thank you that Jesus is risen from
the dead. Thank you that Jesus prays for us. Thank you that Jesus has
given us your Holy Spirit. And now | ask you to Took upon and heal your
zervant John lieing here in thizs hospital bed. Lord desus, a5 you touched
the sick and healed thern, touch Johr and heal hirm, Give wisdom to doctors
and nurses as they continue to minister to him. This we asked through
Jesus Chrizt cur Lord." Then the priest said, "You really lock hot and
thirsty. Here, 'l get you some fce water for your pitcher.” After the
priest 1eft, John thought, "Mot & bad prayer for a Rorman Catholic”

That night the fever broke and by next marning Juhn felt great. The
doctors said there wes no 2ign of infection, they didn't know exactly what

had been wrong, they'd keep himn there & while longer for observation and

' then he could 'gci-h_crne. The next dég he had the best dinner he'd esten for o

week. He was soon back to waork feeling great.

The nexl time he saw his pastor he tald him about the priest’'s prayer
and haw he got well. "Whal do gou think of that?" The preacher scratched
hiz head and said, "well, you know, there's a Tot of stuff | don't agree with
in the Roman Catholic church; the pope, all those siatues of the saints, and
prayers to the Yirgin Mary. [ think a lot of Catholics think they're going to
hesven just by doing good works instead of just trusting in Jesus.” Then
he stopped talking for @ moment and thought before he continued, "But, you
know, | got & letter from that priest the ather day. He's leading & weekend
retreat for membeis of his parieh and he asked me Lo pray for the
conversion of his people.”

Then John asked, "what sre you going to preach about this Sunday?”

The preacher smiled and said, " was thinking about & passsge from the
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Gospel of Mark. The place where John says to Jesus, "Teacher, we sow
sornecte casting out demons in your narme, and we forbade it, because the
ane who did it was not following us." But Jesus said, "Do not forbid such a
person: for no one does & raighty work in my narme will be able s00n after
to spesk evil of me. For whoever is not against us is forus. For truly, |
say to you, whoever gives you a cup of cold water to drink because you
bear the narme of Christ will by no means go unrewarded.”

Let us pray: How great is your love, Lord God. There's a widenss in your metoy , Hke the
widsness of the ses; there's 3 kindness in your justice which is more than Hberty. For your love, ]

God, i< breader than the measure of our minds; and your heart, Eternal God, iz rnost yeonder fully kind.
Amen.



