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Up until a week ago, you would have had a hard time convincing anyone 

that the names Volkswagen & Ashley Madison belong together. Up until a week 

ago, those names evoked very different images. Volkswagen, one of the largest, 

and most reliable, auto manufacturers in the world. The “People’s Car” - both 

reliable and whimsical; combining the stability of German engineering with a dash 

of “Fahrvergnügen” just for fun. Ashley Madison, on the other hand, is a website 

for infidelity with a slogan that almost taunts its customers: “Life is short. Have an 

affair.”

Surprisingly the worlds of Volkswagen reliability and Ashley Madison 

infidelity came crashing together over the past couple of months because these two 

companies have been the focus of some of the year’s most public - and juiciest - 

scandals. Ashley Madison got hacked, exposing the identities and sexual 

peculiarities of some 37 million “customers”. It sent shockwaves through all kinds 

of social sectors - uncovering the infidelities, or at least the wandering curiosities, 

of everyone from politicians to pastors. And Volkswagen? Well they got caught 

cheating too; cheating on their emissions. Last week they admitted that for years 

they’ve installed software on cars to cheat environmental tests. Within days of the 

scandal, the company lost 1/3 of it’s value, the CEO resigned, & the European 
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community is figuring out how much of a hit the Euro Zone is going to take. 

Both scandals are shocking & disappointing in their own way - even the 

existence of a website for infidelity is a kind public shame. But for all the drama & 

disappointment, for all the discord & pain; maybe the biggest question for 

Christians is how to engage a culture of scrutiny, scandal & blame. When the latest 

scandal of money, sex or power hits the fan, what are Christians supposed to do?

The public reactions to VW & Ashley Madison are a fascinating study in 

themselves. Because even though both cheating scandals are different, the 

responses are almost the same. People are demanding more control. In the wake of 

VW people are demanding more reliable tests. In the wake of Ashley Madison 

people aren’t demanding more control over a wandering eye, they’re demanding 

more control to safeguard personal privacy online. It’s a demand from fear that we 

could all be victims too. According to the Washington Post, “Think, for a moment, 

of your most embarrassing secret, the one that would destroy you if it appeared in a 

public-facing database that your neighbors and co-workers and cousins could 

search. Is there any trace of that anywhere on[line]? Are you absolutely sure?” Be 

afraid. In this kind of scandalous, scrutinizing, paranoid culture, what’s a Christian 

supposed to do?
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From the Gospel: John said to [Jesus],“Teacher, we saw someone casting 

out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following 

us. Jesus said, “Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name 

will soon be able to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us.” (Mk. 

9.38-40). 

How do Christians engage a culture of scrutiny, scandal & blame? Today’s 

Gospel can help us point the way. We don’t know why these unauthorized exorcists 

were going around casting out demons in Jesus’ name. We don’t know whether 

they’re trying to be provocative or just trying to earn some spare change (we hear 

about that kind of thing in the Book of Acts - 8:18-20; 19:11-17). We don’t know 

whether they’re “cheating” on Jesus or whether they’d even met. We only know 

this much: Jesus’ followers saw these exorcists as a scandal - and made them a 

target of scrutiny & blame.  

I’m not suggesting they were as bad as adulterers on Ashley Madison or the 

cheaters at VW. By all accounts these exorcists were doing good; they were even 

using Jesus’ name. But I do want us to feel the jolt of our contemporary scandals 

because for the followers of Jesus the negative impact of these exorcists was 

exactly the same. For some reason, Jesus’ followers saw them as unreliable, 

unfaithful, untrustworthy or disloyal. So they ask Jesus for more control. And 

incredibly, he says no. 
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For Christians, more control is never the answer in a culture of scandal, 

scrutiny & blame. Whether it’s juicy scandals like money (VW), sex (Ashley 

Madison), and power (exorcists in the Gospel). Or whether it’s something much 

more mundane - like 99% of the scandals we find at church. It’s tragic but most 

church scandals are so mundane. It’d be exciting if we had some rogue exorcists 

but, alas, most church scandals are about styles of worship, habits of prayer, types 

of carpet or colors of paint.  

But whatever the cause, or however shocking the case, the Christian answer 

to scandal is never more scrutiny, control, or blame. It’s really hard not to do. It’s 

hard not to focus on more scrutiny, control, or blame. Because we’ve got so much 

good material. We really do. Look at our Psalm. 

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the decrees of the LORD 

are sure, making wise the simple; the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the 

heart; the commandment of the LORD is clear, enlightening the eyes (Psa. 19). 

That’s good stuff. Right? It’s all there. Our faith includes exactly the kind of 

language we’d need for some good ol’ fashioned scrutiny, blame or control. It’s 

perfect, sure, clear & right. What more could you want to make some rules? Bring 

on the trials & inquisitions! Right? Wrong. Because here’s the thing. The moment 

we turn our faith into a tool for scrutiny, control or blame is the moment we stop 

following Jesus. The disciples wrestled with that problem. We wrestle with that 

problem. And the people of Israel constantly wrestled with that problem.  
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In today’s first Reading from Numbers, the people of Israel are following 

God in the desert. They’re listening to Moses & receiving manna from heaven - 

their daily bread. But the “rabble among them had a craving” - and that craving 

became a source of scrutiny & blame. Because God’s gift, manna, looked paltry 

compared to the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and garlic of their slave masters 

in Egypt. God’s literally giving them bread in the desert - but they’re complaining 

because it’s just not quite the same. Scandalous! So Moses cries out and God 

responds with another gift from heaven. God takes a bit of Spirit from Moses and 

spreads it around to 70 others. Problem solved, right? Wrong. Because even that 

new gift - divine blessing version 2.0 - even that becomes a source of scrutiny and 

blame when they notice a couple of guys who get in on the act from the fringe. 

“Joshua,” begins shouting for more control. And Moses says no.  

The God of our faith, is never about scrutiny, blame, or control. The God of 

our faith, the God we find in Jesus, is about blessing, sacrifice & love. “Whoever is 

not against us is for us,” (Mk. 9.40). It doesn’t mean “anything goes.” It doesn’t 

mean we don’t work to build a stable, beautiful, well-ordered community that’s 

rich with wisdom & brimming with life. It doesn’t mean we don’t hold each other 

accountable if we go astray. You bet. But our primary job is following Jesus. It 

isn’t about targeting others for scrutiny & blame. We don’t love people with more 

control. We love them with mercy & grace. 

Because the real scandal in our journey of faith is that none of us gets it 
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right. Not a single one of us could survive the withering stare of divine scrutiny or 

blame. We’re invited to worry less about scrutinizing others, and more about 

scrutinizing ourselves to avoid putting our own obstacles in anyone’s way. We 

scrutinize our hands, our feet, our eyes to make sure that we aren’t becoming a 

stumbling block by whatever we grasp, wherever we go, or whatever we crave.  

Above all, if we really want to know how to engage a culture a scrutiny, 

scandal & blame - then according to the Letter of James here’s what we do: we 

humbly confess our sins to one another, and then we pray (Jas. 5.16). Our Collect 

today at the beginning of church is a pretty good place to get underway: “O God, 

you declare your power chiefly in showing mercy [not scrutiny or blame]: Grant us 

your grace, that we, running to [follow &] obtain your promises, may [share] in 

your heavenly treasure; through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Amen.


