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Deuteronomy 18: 15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8: 1-13; Mark 1: 21-28
May the words of my mouth be acceptable to you, oh Lord, my rock, and my redeemer!
Dear people of God,
The Gospel according to Mark demonstrates the power of the mission and ministry of Jesus Christ. Mark’s Gospel is all about mission. This mission of love and justice in the world includes addressing ecological, moral, economic, and social ills. The focus is, therefore, communal, as relationships are of primary importance. However, it is not only human relationships that matter but also humanity’s relationship with all of creation. Mark presented a countercultural view of the gospel then and continues to gift us with it today.
"He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him." The men in the synagogue have witnessed a miracle. This Jesus has an authority unlike anything they have seen before or will ever see again. Only the Messiah can open our eyes and hearts and minds and cast out the demons that separate us from God's will for us. And what are those demons? They are the forces that take hold of us, that possess us, that undermine our full humanity and make us seem less than the reflections of God's perfect image we are meant to be. Demons can be very persuasive. They trick us into believing that we are weak, or defective, or irredeemable.
This event takes place in a holy place–a synagogue. But it also takes place in another holy place–within the human body. What has been profaned by evil has been made righteous by Emmanuel–God with Us. And, in this instance, we see healing take place alongside teaching. After Jesus astounds with his teaching, he provides an even greater demonstration of his authority through this miraculous act of deliverance. What if our worship preparation included making space for miracles to take place? What if our ministry and mission were framed in the expectation of the miraculous? We are living in a time in need of the miraculous, in need of healing. Of course, healing needs repair–that laundry list that Jesus recited in another holy place. In a time when the world continues to struggle against a pandemic and the United States, among other nations, is called to confront the pervasive evil of white supremacy and nationalism, healing can only take place when evil is confronted, silenced, and cast out. There is a whole segment of the population who have been possessed by deliberate misinformation, hostility to science, and white nationalism. The inauguration of a new administration does not change that.
We all struggle with unclean spirits. Not little red imps that hop around with tiny	pitchforks. Our unclean spirits are the forces that pull us away from the path of Christ. Christ calls us to be peacemakers, unclean spirits sow discord and violence. Christ calls us to love our neighbors; unclean spirits promote suspicion and selfishness. Christ calls us to forgive; unclean spirits thrive	on grudges and vengeance. Christ tells us not to worry, that every hair on our heads	is counted; unclean spirits whisper that we must work harder and look better and earn more to be worthy of love.
I have my demons; I'm sure you have yours. But we need not fear, because our unclean spirits don't stand a chance against the Good News of Jesus Christ. Grace and mercy and wholeness are ours for the taking because he gives them to us, just as he gives himself for us. Our experiences of restoration, of freedom from our personal demons, are not always as quick or dramatic as in today's Gospel reading; but they are no less life changing. There is much Good News here for us today -- first, that we are not our demons. We are so much more than the ugliest parts of ourselves. Jesus sees us and knows	us for who we	 really are—precious creations of God. Christ looked at the man in the synagogue that day and saw past the ugliness to the essential goodness of a child of God. In our moments of greatest despair, when we feel utterly alone, when we can see no light at the end of our tunnels of struggle and sadness, we must remember that for us, just as for the man in the synagogue, Christ changes everything. Christ's authority is our refuge, our balm, and our strength. There are, of course,	 other great teachers and thinkers and leaders, others who have changed the world, others of importance and authority. But the authority of the Messiah, the authority on display that day in the synagogue, is unlike any other.	
For us as Christians, Jesus remains the ultimate authority. Like the people of Capernaum, we recognize his authority, the authority of his teaching and his deeds, the authority of his life, death, and resurrection. That is why we confess Jesus not just as our teacher but as our Lord. We are happy to submit to his authority, to his lordship, because we recognize that in doing so, we will have life to the full, and, like the man in the gospel, be freed of those spirits that prevent us from becoming the person God intends us to be. There can be great reluctance today to submit to anyone. The value of personal autonomy is highly prized and sought after. Yet, it is not possible to live without submitting to some authority even if it is the authority of the self. What matters is to submit to the right authority and today’s gospel suggests that such authority is to be found in the person of Jesus.
It’s not enough to acknowledge the power and authority of Jesus. We must submit to Him and we must also share His message with the world. It is only through Him that others can be forgiven of their sins and be transferred from the kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of God. It is only through repentance and faith that salvation is available. We must be faithful to share this message. God shows up and liberates and heals broken people. God is HERE. The Holy Spirit is at work to release the captives. This is a good news story! May God meet us here, set us free, and transform our lives. AMEN!
