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Mark 6:1-13

Authority over Unclean Spirits!

When I say “hometown” what place on earth do you think of?  Molalla, West Linn, someplace back in Wisconsin or Oklahoma or maybe Peru, South America?  I think of Randolph, Nebraska.  I can see it as it existed in the 50’s and 60’s.  Our town of a thousand had four churches; three protestant and St. Francis Catholic.  It had two school systems; one public and one parochial and the two schools were rivals in sports.  Randolph had six filling stations, five bars, four grocery stores, and two lumberyards, two implement dealers, two drug stores, two grain elevators and two hardware stores.  I can picture each one.  We had one doctor (Dr. Billerbeck), one dentist (Dr. Peebles), one bank, one dry cleaner, one newspaper and one funeral home, maybe two, I am not sure on that.  Our town had a roller-skating rink and dance hall that my mother skated during her adolescence and a theater that burned down when I was in my teens where I had seen Gone with the Wind.  My hometown shaped me in significant ways.  It’s the location of happy memories and also some very sad ones, and even some memories containing violence, terror and shame.  For me it was a place of loneliness and isolation, of not fitting-in and not being able to understand why.  Going back to Randolph, taking with me my wife and family, my college and seminary degrees and my now wider experience of the world,  presents me with  complex emotions that always need sorting out.  I suspect for most of us “hometown” is way more than simply where we grew up.
“Jesus came to his hometown, and his disciples followed him.  On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were astounded.”  When Jesus returned to his hometown he went to the synagogue and began to teach people.  I wonder how they felt about that.  He goes away and then comes back and presumes to teach them things.  I wonder what he taught them.  I notice that he doesn’t preach to them; he teaches them.  Apparently he felt he had something to teach them.  It would be like me going back to Randolph and saying I’ve got something you need to know.  I have discovered a new way of seeing reality that will help you see more clearly and I want to share it with you.  

What’s the difference between teaching and preaching?  I think teaching assumes a body of knowledge that is “out there” and can be learned.  Preaching has more to do with convincing folk of something so that they change their minds and embrace it.  Maybe Jesus thought he had something new to teach the good people of his hometown and he thought they would immediately see its value.  I confess to a similar belief.  I keep thinking that if I could teach how we humans actually work (what drives us to do what we do), demonstrate scientifically where this came from, illustrate how our current dilemma evolved historically and than show the keys to understanding all of this in the scripture; the truth of it would be so self-evident preaching would be unnecessary.  Following Jesus, I really do see a pattern that makes incredible sense to me and I want to show how it works so that you will see it too.  Many mysteries still remain but a structure of support is there to build on and it makes sense!  There is a base line, a starting point, a home plate, a bottom line, something solid that does not evaporate when exposed to heat.  

How did the people of Jesus’ hometown respond?  They were astounded!  “They said, ‘Where did this man get all this?”  I have always assumed people were initially positive in their review of Jesus; their being astounded was out of admiration and approval.  Now I am questioning that.  Maybe the tone is more, “Where did he get all this crap that fills his head”.  “What is this ‘wisdom’ that has been given him?” with “wisdom” said in such a way as to imply skepticism.  In dismay they asked each other what they thought of his deeds of power and his motley crew of followers.  They thought their world was threatened and so they glued it back together saying “we know who he is. We know his family, what he did for a living, and how he fit into our community.  We know him because we know where he came from.”  
There is wisdom in the village commentary.  They’re right in observing that we are profoundly formed by our community connections, commitments and values.  We are the product of our relationships, symptoms of the network within which we develop and live.  What baffles them is explaining how Jesus now appears so different from them.     
Not knowing how to think about Jesus, they cast him out.  Better he be thrown out than the whole village’s way of thinking destroyed.  The text says, “And they took offense at him.”  He scandalized them and they threw him out of their “he is one of us category.”  From then on they would see him as an outsider and dangerous.  Already, very early in his ministry, he has been kicked out of his home town.  We know the movement for expulsion spreads until it encompasses all the religious people, the Roman government with their army of occupation and the crowds themselves who find unity in their demand that he be crucified.  Do you think the people of his home town were sad when they heard later that Jesus had been executed in Jerusalem?
Jesus sees the behavior of his peers, his brothers and sisters, and the elders under whom he had grown to maturity.  I wonder if it surprises him to see the whole village falling away, succumbing to the negative gravitational pull of community opinion.  Jesus frames their behavior by saying “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown.”  He declares himself a prophet.  He puts himself in the tradition of those who have wanted to save people from themselves, who came to their people with an outsider’s perspective, who were somehow formed through contact with a different reality than the common one the community shared.

The prophets believed that God had spoken to them and given them a word deeper than their culture.  Usually their allegiance to this word cost them their lives.  The communities they addressed killed almost all of them.  When Jesus declared himself a prophet, did he know that he would likely share their fate?
“Prophets are not without honor, except in their own home town.”  Apparently in other communities some people can see the value of a prophet.  But in your home town nobody can.  In your own town, and among your own family, and even in your own house there is unanimity and it is all against you.  Why is this?

Jesus had been part of them and they part of Jesus.  Jesus still wanted them but they wanted no part of him.  Were they jealous of Jesus?  Did they consider themselves his rivals and were afraid he had bested them?  Perhaps they were both drawn to him and jealous of him and the combination proved lethal.  I think Jesus was surprised by the strength of their rejection.  The text says he was amazed at their unbelief and couldn’t do much in Nazareth except cure a few sick people.  He certainly couldn’t cast out any demons. 

Not being able to do much in his home town, he went to surrounding villages, teaching.  There’s that word again, “teaching.”  I am intrigued.  If we were to teach the surrounding villages, what form would our teaching take?

At this point he calls the twelve and began sending them out two by two with authority over “unclean spirits.”  I wonder what “unclean spirits” are.  Are they the “unforgivenesses” we harbor in our hearts often without even knowing we harbor them?  What if they are hatreds, rivalries, jealousies, distortions of truth, and destructive memories that “dirty” the peace and purity of our lives?  Jesus, giving authority over them, suggests they can be gotten rid of.  Could the authority given to the disciples reside in their task of pointing to Jesus so that he can do that?  And surely they were sent out to multiply Jesus’ venues for teaching; a teaching that has the capacity to dislodge “unclean spirits.”  
We still haven’t heard what he teaches people.  We do know that he gives his disciples instructions to travel light and should their host reject them, move on without taking it personally,.  We’re also told they went out and proclaimed that all should repent.  For me, repentance is not a huge emotional deal, though emotions may be a part of it, but rather a profound change of mind, a basic alteration in thinking.  This change can happen suddenly or slowly.  For me it has happened very slowly.  
I think Mark doesn’t tell us what Jesus teaches, at least to this point, because he knows we won’t believe it.  We are like the shopkeepers, farmers and friends of Nazareth who reject him.  He will have to show us what he wants to teach us and even then many of us won’t believe.  The cross and resurrection is his teaching.  On the cross he gives us a picture of ourselves, both in terms of what we always do and don’t want to see; and in terms of how he views us even as we do these things.  At the cross we discover something horrible about ourselves, and for those willing to face it, something astonishing about God that is full of good news.  The discovery humbles us and exhilarates us, saddens us and makes us utter joyful, violently shocks us and vivaciously transforms our lives.  As we embrace the accurate way in which Jesus sees us and the world, we discover authority over unclean spirits, even the ones residing in us.  Amen.
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