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2 Sunday in Lent/ March 8, 2009
“Stumbling Stones to Millstones”

Matthew 18: 6-9

Pastor Wayne Zschech
“Woe to the world because of stumbling blocks! Occasions for stumbling are bound to come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling comes!”

As we continue our Lenten theme of stones and faith, our focus today is on stumbling stones of faith. Now, if you live in Haddonfield you know what it is like to deal with stumbling blocks when it comes to walking or running on the sidewalks. Thanks to the Haddonfield Shade Tree Commission the trees that line our fair streets are more protected than a Javan rhino, or Caspian seal. 
But having shaded streets and walks come with a price. The roots that branch out to support the numerous oaks in our town also lift up the nearby sidewalk segments. The shifting cement blocks thereby create stumbling block for pedestrians and joggers alike as they try to make it down the street without tripping. Therefore, if you walk or run the sidewalks of Haddonfield, occasions for stumbling are bound to come. 

In our walk of faith, Jesus reminds us that occasions for stumbling are also bound to come. Stumbling stones come in all shapes and sizes with respect to our faith in God and a risen Lord Jesus. Take science for example. There are many science “buffs” and scientists alike who claim that belief in the God of the Bible and a resurrected Jesus is impossible. Their knowledge of the laws of science can become a stumbling block to believing in the God who created heaven and earth, parted the Red Sea, and a Savior who healed the deaf, blind and lame, fed thousands with a sack lunch, and rose from the dead on Easter morning. 
However, there are numerous science “buffs” and scientists believe in God and Christ because of their scientific knowledge. The more we learn about the laws of nature the more we are convinced there is a God who created us. Instead of a stumbling block to faith, science becomes a building block.

Now, since faith in God and Jesus is more about our relationship with God and with Jesus than our knowledge about them, stumbling blocks can become anything that hinders or severs that relationship. Love of sports can be a stumbling block if it keeps us from gathering for worship or taking time out on the Sabbath day to read and reflect on God’s word as well as prayer. 

The same might be said for those whose job requires them to work on the Sabbath. Unless you work for Chick-Fil-A there is always a chance you’ll have to work on a Sunday, which could become a stumbling block in your relationship with God of faith. 
Jesus understood that stumbling blocks to would always exist in our lives. What he emphasizes in this passage is woe to those who put the stumbling blocks there in the first place. In other words, it’s one thing if the tree roots along my sidewalk create stumbling blocks for pedestrians, but another if I intentionally put them there or do nothing to remove them.
Are there times when we create stumbling blocks of faith for others? When a pastor preaches a sermon that has no relevancy in our lives, is that a stumbling block? When people who know we are a Christian witness us behaving in an unloving way toward others is that a stumbling block to the “little one” of faith? When we speak of others in any way that does not speak well of them and interpret everything they do in the best possible light are we leaving stumbling blocks for faith in our wake?

Jesus took stumbling blocks to faith very seriously. He says in this passage that anyone who puts a stumbling stone in the way of “little ones” of faith would be better off with a millstone hung around their neck and thrown in the deep abyss of the sea. If a hand or foot causes you to stumble, cut them off. If your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out. The severity of these responses indicates just how dangerous stumbling stones are to faith.

Stumbling stones aren’t trivial according to Jesus because they are the very things that keep us from a relationship of faith the Holy Spirit calls us to from the waters of baptism. Stumbling stones are the various forms of temptation we encounter that lead us away from God and away from our risen Savior, Jesus. They can also be the temptations we encounter that were we to give in to them, may also lead someone else away from God and Jesus as well.
Let me give you an example from my own life. I know a clergy couple whose children really didn’t like church. One daughter resented it. Another was indifferent. And the son said once that his confirmation day would be the last day he darkened the door of a church, except for his wedding day. Their parents were excellent pastors, loved by the congregation. Yet, in their father they witnessed one person in front of the congregation and another at home that wasn’t so nice. In their mother they saw a woman who was always available to the congregation, but not always to them.

I realized then that as a father the greatest stumbling block I might risk putting in my daughter’s path could be my very job as a pastor! I remember thinking that being the greatest pastor in the congregation’s eyes could become a stumbling block to my daughter’s faith if it causes her to hate God and the church because it takes her father away from her. The temptation and stumbling stone I deal with is trying to be a beloved pastor before being a faithful husband and father to my wife and daughter. 
Martin Luther understood this when he explains the petition in the Lord’s Prayer about temptation. In his Small Catechism he writes, “It is true that God tempts no one, but we ask in this prayer that God would preserve us and keep us, so that the devil, the world, and our flesh may not deceive us or mislead us into false belief, despair, and other great and shameful sins, and that, although we may be attacked by them, we may finally prevail and gain the victory.” Luther was also known to have said regarding temptation, “You can’t stop the crows from flying over your head, but you can stop them from making a nest in it.”

Or as Jesus put it, “Occasions for stumbling are bound to come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling block comes.” As you take a stone from the receptacles this day I invite you to think about the stumbling stones you encounter in your faith walk with God and Jesus. What actions or words you do or say may be a stumbling block of faith for those in your life? After you’ve given it some thought, pray the Lord’s Prayer and in the end ask God the Holy Spirit to guide you in your walk of faith.
