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Deuteronomy 18:15-20, Psalm 111, 1 Corinthians 8:1-13, Mark 1: 21-28

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen.

          Little Johnny had been bringing his drawings home from kindergarten every day since he started a month ago. Each day his mother admired the pictures and hung them on the refrigerator. One thing started bothering her: Little Johnny used only black and browns for his drawings. Fearing a problem and not wanting it to get worse, she decided to take him to a child psychologist.
        The psychologist delicately went to work. He gave Little Johnny a battery of psychological tests. He chatted with Little Johnny. Everything seemed perfectly normal. Every day for two weeks, the tests continued. Yet every day, Little Johnny continued to bring home drawings in only blacks and browns.
         Frustrated at not being able to get to the root of the problem and fearful that something was terribly wrong, the child psychologist decided to give Little Johnny some paper
and a box of crayons and observe what happened.        

 Little Johnny opened the box of crayons and said, "Oh, boy!
A new box of crayons! At school we only have old boxes. The only ones left in mine are black and brown.   Sometimes we make things more complicated than they are.


What a contrast between this story about modern approaches to healing and our gospel lesson today.  The divide between th 21st century approach to and understanding of healing and that of Jesus’s time often makes it more difficult for us to understand gospel stories such as today’s in the synagogue in Capernaum.   


Jesus is at the very beginning of his ministry in Mark’s Gospel when he teaches with authority and casts out demons from the man in the synagogue in Capernaum.   I have always been amazed at the reaction of the congregation in this story from Mark. The people in the congregation witness a scene to rival anything in the Exorcist.  A man who is demon-possessed cries out and the demons have a conversation with Jesus and are forced to come out of the man.   And the people in the synagogue look at each other and say, “What is this?...a new teaching?  What an understatement!


A new teaching!   Imagine yourself in the synagogue in Capernaum with Jesus.  If this had happened in any congregation I know, we may have sat for hours in stupefied silence.  We may have rushed to the altar in sudden repentance, or we may have run out of the place in terror.  But the last thing we would have done was to compare this casting out of a demon constituted an innovation in Christian education.  A new teaching?  


To call such an extraordinary event of the casting out of a demon a teaching constitutes a colossal understatement.   We may think of our experience of teaching and learning as dull because teaching and learning often involve things that are on the periphery of our lives.   We may need to know it, but it doesn’t exactly hit the core of things which most centrally define us as persons.  It doesn’t change us, make us new persons.


Christ’s teaching, on the other hand, transforms us.  Just ask this demon-possessed man, or the apostle Paul or any of the saints through the ages.   We could describe today’s incident in the gospel of Mark as a new teaching, but better describe it as God with us.  For if God is with us, that changes everything.  


 As I suggested a bit earlier, one of the issues our culture today may have with today’s gospel, is the divide between our culture and that of biblical times.  That may be particularly true with the word “demon-possession”.   So for clarity, I decided to look up the definition of the word “demon” to see if a clear definition would keep some of us from being derailed by the word.   Webster’s Dictionary says “an evil spirit or a source of evil, harm, distress, or ruin.”  It seems to me the second part of that definition might work better for some of us than the first part.  If we understand the word “demon” to mean a source of evil, harm, distress, or ruin,” or the opposite of holy, and insert that meaning into this scene from the synagogue at Capernaum, it might make more sense to us.  The man in the synagogue that Jesus healed was obviously ill.  We might label those demons as depression or fear or anger or addiction or....  But regardless of the labels, I believe that the bottom line is that when we face our demons, if God is with us that changes everything.


Let’s look at how Jesus’ presence can lend us the authority to try healing change by looking closely at this incident in the synagogue in Capernaum.   With a little study, I am sure there are many things we could pull out of this healing event that we might use in our faith journeys.   For starters, I see  that Jesus heals, has the authority to combat evil, and loves us beyond belief.  For when God is with us, that changes everything.


First of all Jesus heals.   That is probably stating the obvious because Jesus heals over and over in the gospels.  Sometimes it is physical healing like banishing leprosy.   Sometimes it is spiritual and/or psychological healing like the Samaritan woman at the well.  Particularly the gospel of Mark  focuses on the healing ministry of Jesus.   This casting out of a demon is  the first of four healing exorcisms that Jesus performs in the Gospel of Mark.  The man, although he does not talk for himself and  is not even in control of his own actions, is healed when the unclean spirit is commanded to leave him and does.   


I can almost hear some of thinking.  That is all well and good but we prayed and prayed for my uncle Fred . We knew God was present and yet there was no apparent healing that we can see.  Uncle Fred finally suffered and died.  The reality is for human beings there are more questions and mystery than there are answers and certainty.  The Bible seems to focus more on our response to suffering rather than the meaning and/or reason for suffering.   
One person said, “Faith means believing in advance for what will only make sense in retrospect.”   I definitely do not have all the answers, but I do know and have experienced over and over again as clergy present in suffering and death that the crucial part of healing is   God being with us, for  that changes everything.  Even if that means the ultimate healing of Christian death leading to eternal life.


Secondly, Jesus shows his authority in the healing of the demon-possessed man.  The demon inside the man knows the authority of Jesus as illustrated by the words it speaks, “Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  Notice Jesus’s authoritative response. “ Be silent, and come out of him!”  There is no hesitation or pleading.  Jesus and the demon know who is boss in this situation.


 The people of Jesus’s time were used to the teaching of the scribes who composed legal documents and often functioned as attorneys or government officials as well as interpreters of the Scriptures.  For the most part, they relied on precedent or the way they had always done things.  But Jesus uses his own authority to cast out evil.  He is stronger than any evil or corruption.  He is stronger than any fear or illness or anger or addiction.   We don’t have to be stronger than the things that torment us, we only have to step behind the power of Christ that is the inheritance of our baptism.                Acknowledging and inviting a “higher power” into their lives is part of what the success of twelve step programs like Narcotics Anonymous is based upon.   Perhaps you read in my Rector’s Reflections for February about the young woman who is a current leader in NA.  When I visited the NA leader’s meeting  in January, she gratefully said,  “Without the hospitality of Trinity Church, I wouldn’t be alive.”  She understands that when the power of God is with us that changes everything.  I wonder if when we were facing trials or persecutions or addictions that torment us if we stopped more often to call on the authority of Jesus how that would change us and the situation?  


Finally the third thing I see in this exorcism in the synagogue is Jesus’ love or willingness to sacrifice himself for us because he loves us.  This incident from scripture is at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  But again and again in the three years of his public ministry, our Lord’s willingness to help any and all who are needy was and is a hallmark of not only his ministry but his love.     


Often the hymns that we sing from the hymnal purposely contain in their words a profound ability to understand our faith and theology in easily accessible ways.  When we select music for the various services throughout the year we try to connect what we sing with the scriptures being read.   The hymn that we (will use tomorrow morning) began our worship with this morning  encapsulates much of Jesus’s ministry in six rather brief verses.   The words “O love how deep, how broad were fashioned into a hymn by Benjamin Web, based on a traditional fifteenth century hymn.   The first verse highlights Jesus’ love as the motivator for his actions which is  modeled over and over again in our Lord’s ministry with us.  Listen to the words.

“Oh love, how deep, how broad, how high, how passing thought and fantasy, that God, the Son of God, should take our mortal form for mortals’ sake.”  

What is God’s motivating factor?  Love for us.  What is Jesus’ motivating factor?  Love for us.  And that love is deeper, broader, and higher that any love we can experience or do ourselves.   That love is proclaimed in God’s willingness to take human form to allow us to be reconnected with the Holy One.  For when God is present that changes everything.


 Want to see love in action?   Look at Jesus in today’s scriptures who heals, protects and but most of all loves us.”   For when God is present, it changes everything.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


