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Mark 1:21-28

Teachings that Astound, Actions that Amaze!

I hardly know where to begin.  I want to work with the gospel but it is almost too close to my lived experience to think about.  As many of you know, our son remains in the psych unit at Providence Hospital.  His week has not gone well and it now looks like he will be there for several more weeks.  
Our text has Jesus in Capernaum, on the Sabbath, in the synagogue.  He is teaching there when a man with an unclean spirit cries out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  
If this were occurring today would we say the man was challenged with bipolar disorder?  Is this some New Testament way of talking about mental illness?  Or is this fellow possessed by some evil spirit that most be cast out?  I wish Jesus were around to rebuke the unclean spirit and say “be silent, and come out of him!”  I wouldn’t even mind if there were some convulsions and a loud voice, if the disease, or whatever it is, would leave him.  I hope this is not too raw for you to hear.
I will start again.  “They went to Capernaum; and when the Sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught.”  What was he teaching them?  What ever it was, it left them astounded.  It blew them away.  They had never heard anything quite like it.  It shattered all of their categories and escaped the ways they usually thought about things.  They could not put his teaching in a bottle, its effervescence eluded them.  
Could it be that he told them God was absolutely tender, totally non-violent and without a hint of retribution and that Jesus would be demonstrating this with his life?  This certainly would have been a message they had never heard before.  There are hints of this in the Old Testament but it was never put this clearly.
And the way he said it was different. There was a freedom and authenticity to his speech.  He didn’t seem to be worried about what others thought.  He wasn’t trying to slavishly make sure he was absolutely in line with how the tradition had always been interpreted.  In this way they said he was different from the scribes.  The scribes always worried that they were getting it right; fearful that they might be wrong and run into trouble with the higher scholars to whom they must report.  No, Jesus taught the people as one having authority.  He seemed to be speaking from an authority that came from within.  

Do you suppose he really is God’s son, the one who knows more about God’s character than anyone?  Could this account for his astounding teaching and his unique authority?
The people in the synagogue had not recovered from their astonishment when a man in the crowd suddenly cries out.  Mark’s account says the man has “an unclean spirit.”  He is not one of us, he is one of them.  He is different from us.  He has an “unclean spirit.”  It is interesting to hear what the man with the “unclean spirit” says.  “What do you have to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?”  Why are you here?  What did you come for?  In what way does your life have anything to do with ours?  It is the beginning of Jesus’ ministry and this man from the edge wants to know why Jesus came to this earth and what that has to do with humanity.  Have you ever wondered that?  I have.
The man from the edge jumps to his deeper question.  “Jesus, have you come to destroy us?”  It’s a good question.  If God is like us then God is going to have a dark side.  If God is like us, God is going to envy us like we envy each others and God.  Since we want to get rib of our rivals why wouldn’t God want to get rid of us?  I think the man from the edge is asking a question we all would like answered.  Maybe we are all afraid of getting on God’s bad side.  Unless God doesn’t have a bad side!  Maybe that was the message that astounded the people?  Does God have a bad side?  What do you think?
The man from the edge then makes a declaration.  “I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  How does he know?  What does he see that makes this clear to him?  Maybe it’s because he is looking from the edge.  Those on the bottom, those near the edge, those usually cast out by their culture often see and recognize Jesus first.  They are the ones who grasp that Jesus has come to lift up the broken, join the despised and stand with those being crushed.  
Even though the man has an unclean spirit, his third sentence consists in a confession of faith.  He sees Jesus as “the Holy One of God.”  Here we are in the fourth Sunday of Epiphany and the epiphany comes to a man with an “unclean spirit.”  How do we make sense of that?  Could it be there are no unclean spirits?  Maybe we are all just human beings suffering from various forms of fragility, all of which Jesus embraced in the incarnation.  
The man from the edge asks his question, articulates his fear and then confesses his faith.  The man’s honesty opened a path for Jesus’ healing.  Jesus orders the unquiet spirit to come out of him and it comes with convulsions and a shout.  The restless energy that had been driving the man through the years leaves his body but not without giving physical expression to the contorting power it has had over him.  This time, everyone is amazed.  
And now a question for you!  Did Jesus destroy the evil spirit?  Did he kill it?  No, he did not.  He merely separates the man from it.  He casts it out but he does not destroy it.  This hints at God’s powerful non-violence revealed in Jesus.  Even with an unclean spirit, Jesus does not respond with destruction.  Why not?  Because we all are the ones with an unclean spirit and his purpose has never been to destroy us but to rescue us from our own destruction.
Jesus does not live in a dualistic world of good verses evil.  Evil is something that comes from us and must be cast out.  Evil is something we do and in no way evidence of another Being out there in competition with God.  The idea that God has a competitor with which we all do battle doesn’t come from God.  That’s all our projection.
The people kept saying to each other, “What is this?  A new teaching—with authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.  At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.”  It was Jesus’ capacity to separate evil from the man without destroying the man or evil that caused his fame to grow.  
Jesus can cast out evil because he knows what it is.  He sees evil as the faulty attempt to separate ourselves from what we don’t like within ourselves.  He knew that when we push away evil as though it were not in us, we participate in it.  Better to acknowledge evil and depend on God’s grace.  That’s why from the cross Jesus says father forgive them.  They don’t know what they are doing.  Jesus is hoping we will listen and take him seriously.  He wants us to live in the grace of his prayer even as we unavoidably participate in evil.  
And as to our son, I see him as simply suffering from a particular mental illness—again just one expression of our common human frailty; a frailty that Jesus fully embraced in the incarnation.   And he is certainly not a habitation of the demonic for the demonic is what we humans do when we declare someone else to be possessed, evil or bad.  It is the separating of them from ourselves that points the finger back at us.  And just because our son has not yet gotten better does not mean God is not healing him. God is not healing him by our time-table and according to our plan and so we pray and wait.  
In the mean time, while we wait, this is an opportunity for us to share our lives with each other with as much honesty and truth as we can muster.  It is in the sharing that we find each other and God and discover ourselves set free.   Sharing our humanness connects us and takes seriously the reality of God's grace.  At first this sharing may be painful, causing some noise and convulsions of spirit, but soon it is worth it, for we discover God’s goodness and human joy.  Amen.
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