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The Strong Man’s Game Exposed!
Jesus is tuned to a different frequency!  His family thinks his tuner has gone awry.  They want to restrain him.  Many in the community say, “He has gone out of his mind” and this alarms the family all the more.    The experts who came down from Jerusalem have an even more devastating explanation for his behavior.  They say he is controlled by a devil and not just any devil but the chief devil; the boss man supreme over all devils.  
In the midst of this commotion Jesus called people to gather round him in the privacy of his house.  They move close to listen.  He begins responding to the crisis and his response takes the form of riddles; ambiguous stories designed to engage us and trip us into thinking new thoughts; thoughts that would never have occurred to us on our own.  This is the first parable in the book of Mark.  Jesus knows direct logic will not get through to folk encrusted in their own ways of seeing things.  

 “How can Satan cast out Satan?  If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand.”  This all makes sense, no riddle here.  If my memory serves me correctly, Abraham Lincoln used this as a justification for the Civil War.  We had to go to war to stamp out the division between the states that threatened our unity as a country.  
Then Jesus continues.  “And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able to stand.  And if Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come.”  So far I am getting this and it doesn’t seem that difficult. Jesus can’t be from the devil because if he was, the devil would be fighting against himself and the resulting civil war would destroy his kingdom.  The devil wouldn’t want to destroy his own kingdom so he wouldn’t enlist Jesus’ help since Jesus is utterly opposed to him.  To this point, it all seems fairly straight forward and I can see what Jesus is saying.
But from here on the story gets tricky. “But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered.”  What does this have to do with it?  Is this making sense to you?  I was tracking along with Jesus until he said this.  
Some questions I have.  Is the devil the strong man?  Does Jesus tie him up and take his property?  What is the property he takes?  How do I feel about Jesus as a thief who comes into a strong man’s house and ties the strong man, making it possible to steal the strong mans property?  This doesn’t sound Jesus-like to me.  I find myself a little uncomfortable.  My mind tends to fuzz up and gloss over the ending to the story.  
Finally we have arrived at the heart of the parable and it is doing its work.  I am asking questions I don’t even know how to put into words.  
I have assumed that it is impossible for Satan to cast out Satan without Satan destroying himself.  What if Satan casts out Satan all the time?  What if that’s what Satan does?  What if the process of “Satan casting out Satan” is the strong man that must be bound?  What if all humanity has been Satan’s property; owned by him and under his control? 
How might this work?  How might Satan cast out Satan?  Satan stirs up rivalry and jealousy between us as we look with envy on our brother or sister who we think has more.  This is Satan is stirring.   To protect ourselves from other people’s violence born of their envy and rivalry, we threaten them with violence and this too is Satan stirring.   So we try to control violence by using more violence.  We use violence to caste out violence.  Satan casting out Satan!   We use what we think of as “good violence” (our police, our army, etc) to keep “bad violence” (the criminals and military of our enemy, etc.) at bay.  The system is very messy and many get hurt and often it is the most innocent who are hurt the most.  It breaks our heart but what can you do?  This is Satan casting out Satan and we are all caught in it.  This is why we have armies and wars, policeman, court systems and prisons.  This is how the world works and without it, our world would be much worse.  Satan, that rivalrous impulse within, stirs us to desire what we think the other has and also stirs us to set up systems of violence to protect us from other people getting what we have.  Violence casting out violence—a kingdom that works by being divided against itself.
This is the strong man who controls the world.  This is the one Jesus must bind before any can escape.  Jesus knows the strong man’s house can only be plundered when this strong man is bound.  Jesus has come to lead us out of this whole casting-out way of living.  We are the plunder he wants to steal from the strong man’s house.  

The gospels were written to show us that Jesus did enter the strong man’s house and bind him.  He did this through his crucifixion when he submitted himself to the strong man who turned the full force of violence upon him.  The “good violence” of the Jewish religious authorities and the Roman government combined to see that he was crucified.  They hung him on a cross between two criminals, examples of bad violence, and the crowd gathered at the trial let one insurrectionist, certainly a terrorist if there ever was one, go in order to crucify Jesus.  Everyone thought they were getting rid of bad violence and the evil it represented. They didn’t know this event would expose the whole system of Satan casting out Satan.  
And notice that Jesus doesn’t kill the strong man, he ties him up!  Now his house can be plundered and people stolen out of it!  We are those people!  Jesus is pulling us out of Satan’s house, out of the strong man’s way of doing things.  The house is still there but we have escaped whereas before it was impossible!
It is in the exposure that the strong man looses his power.  When we see how the world works by casting out, when our eyes are opened, then we can begin making our escape.  It loses its power over us.  Once we have seen this truth, the strong man can do nothing to stop us for Jesus has bound him through his death and resurrection.  Who would have thought that vulnerability and forgiveness would bind so strong an adversary?   
Jesus ties up the strong man by going to the cross and forgiving those who put him there.  His binding works through suffering and forgiveness rather than confrontation and violence or its threat.  
At the Theology and Peace Conference in Baltimore we heard the story of Chris Haw.  Nine years ago Chris moved to Camden, New Jersey, a burned out city full of violence, hopelessness and despair.  Last year fifty-three people were murdered in this city of sixty or seventy thousand.  Chris, his wife and new baby boy now own a home there that they have rehabbed.  One day a group of young men who had gathered on his neighbor’s porch three houses down began to cat-call his wife as she returned home from work.  Their language was quite explicit and violent.  When it continued three days in a row and began escalating, Chris knew he had to do something to protect his wife.  What should he do?  He prayed about it and came up with ask, seek, and knock, a quote usually applied to God but this time used as a guide for how he should approach his neighbor.  The house belonged to the alpha male of this group and he waited until the man was alone.  He approached him with some small talk and then humbly asked him to stop cat-calling his wife.  Chris made sure there was no form of threat in his voice or body.  (Chris has a magnificent body that appears quite capable in combat.)  The man denied cat-calling and so Chris gave him specific examples of what he had said and again asked him to stop.  He also asked the man to ask his friends to stop.  The man agreed and there has been no problem since.  What a powerful example of Jesus’ vulnerable and non-violent way of confronting violence!  Through direct, simple talk Chris was able to “bind the strong man.”
Back to the scripture text…  Throughout the time that Jesus has been sharing the parable of Satan casting out Satan, Jesus’ family, his mother and brothers, have been on their way to get Jesus.  When they arrive they find Jesus in his house in the midst of a circle of listeners.  They call for him and someone near the door tells Jesus, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for you.”  Jesus replies, “Who are my mother and my brothers?  And looking at those seated around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers!”  Those who listen to him are his family.  Are we his family?
Then he adds one last phrase.  “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”  The new family of Jesus not only listens to him, this family does the will of God and does not cast out.  Casting out is what Satan does and his whole game has been exposed.  Amen.
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