February 1, 2009
Introduction to the reading
Every Gospel has its own voice, and our passage this morning trumpets Mark’s voice loud and clear. Things happen quickly in Mark – almost every episode has something happening ‘immediately”. When Mark tells a story, it’s short, and to the point – no long quotations from the Hebrew scripture. Jesus is powerful, and mysterious in Mark – he catches people off guard; he’s not what they expect. We see from the outset a cosmic struggle going on, between the Spirit of God and the spirits of evil – and this struggle shows up from the very beginning of the Gospel. 
The Gospel has barely begun, and already we see Jesus confronting a spirit of evil. Jesus has just been baptized by John, blessed by the power of the Spirit, and driven into the wilderness to confront the powers of darkness. He comes through that trial to begin his ministry of teaching and healing. He calls his first disciples, Simon and Andrew, James and John. And then we have this passage. 

Mark 1:21-28

So there he appears, this man with an ‘unclean’ spirit. That word can be translated a variety of ways – ‘unclean,’ ‘evil,’ ‘disturbed’. We might say he’s possessed, and Jesus’ healing is an exorcism. But all those words conjure up unfortunate images – from the movie “The Exorcist” to “Rosemary’s Baby” or whatever is showing these days. There’s no creepy music in the background to this story, nothing lurking in the shadows. This takes place in broad daylight, in church no less. If anything, the people watching aren’t so impressed by the miracle Jesus performs as by the authority with which he speaks. It’s his teaching they’re impressed by, and the power of his words to change lives. 
Jesus’ words have the power to change lives. Now there’s a concept. Do we believe that? Do we?
The man with the evil spirit does. In fact, he understands that better than all the disciples gathered around Jesus. He knows who Jesus is. You might say the spirit of evil in him recognizes an enemy when he sees one. “Have you come to destroy us, Jesus of Nazareth?” he asks. And the answer is, yes, that is exactly what Jesus has come to do.
It’s amazing the man is even there. In those days, in Jesus’ day, people who were ‘unclean’ weren’t supposed to go into the synagogue. That man wasn’t even supposed to be there. No godly person would want to associate with him. He might contaminate them somehow, make them impure, unclean. If he got too close they might catch it, too. What’s amazing is that the man had the hutzpah to show up in that synagogue. He was willing to risk it for the one hope he had left. 

Now, all this talk of ‘unclean spirits’ or being ‘possessed’ may sound like nonsense to you, other-worldly and superstitious. But you don’t have to look far to find someone who gets it. Just ask anyone who has an addiction – alcoholism, or drug addiction, or a gambling addiction, or whatever. They’ll tell you what it feels like to be possessed by a power they can’t control. They’ll tell you how they’ve struggled to get the monkey off their back, how they think they have it licked, and then it jumps right back on and grabs them by the throat. They’ll tell you what it’s like to watch everything that’s good in life – their work, their family, their friends – everything that’s life-giving – fade away, pushed away by this habit they hate and can’t break. If you think being ‘possessed’ is a thing of the past, just ask one of them. 

Or maybe you are one of them. You know, don’t you? You know. 

And if you have found recovery you know that the only thing that saved you was faith in a power greater than your addiction. A power with enough authority to wrench that demon from your soul and give you your life back.   
You don’t have to be an addict to be tormented. I’ve come to believe that all of us possess spirits that are not good for us. We may joke about it – you know, the cartoons with a person with an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other, whispering in our ears. But it’s more like they’re right here in our heads, and hearts, battling to take over. They’re like voices in our heads, shouting their advice, telling us what they think. Depending on which voice wins, you see the world, you see yourself, in very different ways. 

I don’t know what the evil voices in your head say, but it’s often something like this:
You’re no good. 

You’re stupid.

You should be ashamed of yourself. 

Who do you think you are? 

You’re the only one who feels this way. 

Don’t be ridiculous. 

You’re crazy.

And sometimes they sound like this:

You can’t trust anybody; they’re all in it for themselves.
It isn’t your fault you ended up here; you’re just a victim of circumstance. 

Everybody else does it, maybe it’s not so bad. You know you deserve it, too.
Why bother even trying?

I don’t know what the spirits say when they try to take over your life, but chances are they feed off your hurt, your anger, your shame, your fear, your pride. That’s the life-blood of those voices. 

Here’s the thing: Jesus’ voice can shut them up. Overpower them. Drown them out. Until the only voice we hear is the one that gives us life. That tells us the truth, and the truth will set you free:
You are a child of God. You are loved. You are treasured. 

You are strong. Be of good courage. Hold fast. 

I am with you. I will not leave you orphaned. 

My love will uphold you. 

Believe the good news. Follow me.

I heard a story recently about a man who dared to hope in the power of Jesus’ voice to bring him peace.
 The pastor of a downtown church in Atlanta tells it. It was an inner-city church, and people would show up all the time looking for a hand-out, for some kind of help. There was an agency nearby that took care of most, but if the agency was closed or it was after hours, they would show up at the church. It was always the same – a hardship story, some real, some not, and then a request for money – for food, for heat, for a bus ticket to their grandmother’s funeral. I can’t tell you how often I’ve heard that one myself. 

So when the secretary buzzed him to say there was a young man who wanted to see him, and no, he wasn’t a member of the church, the minister wasn’t surprised. But he was surprised when the young man said what he wanted was a blessing. 
He didn’t look like most of the people who came through asking for something. He was clean-shaven, neatly dressed, and under 30 years old. He didn’t look hung over or high. He was clear-eyed. And what he wanted was – really – a blessing. 
 ‘Sorry to take up your time,’ he said, ‘but I just want your blessing.’ He went on to explain… that he had this ‘devil on his back’ that he could not shake. As much as he had tried, he could not get rid of it, and he thought that if he could just find a minister who would ‘bless him,’ the devil would go away. He did not seem depressed or overly desperate… 

Well, the pastor knew how to deal with street people, but he didn’t quite know how to deal with this. He patiently explained how the Presbyterian Church doesn’t do exorcisms, and ministers don’t have any special power to do healings. But the young man was equally patient with this ‘bumbling… lesson in ecclesiology.’

‘All I want,’ he repeated, ‘is your blessing.’

So the pastor said, ‘Then tell me your name.’ 

As Andy knelt before him, the pastor placed his hands on his head, and he began to pray. 
It was not elegant or scripted, like something out of a prayer book. But his prayer for Andy was genuine and real. He thanked God for God’s presence in Andy’s life, and for all the blessings he had already received from God. He affirmed his belief that God had a purpose and intention for Andy’s life, and then he asked God to “take away ‘this devil’ that was preventing Andy from being the kind of person God intended him to be.” 

At the end of the prayer, Andy smiled and shook his hand. ‘Thanks,’ he said, and went on his way. The pastor never knew what happened to Andy. And the Gospel doesn’t tell us what happened to the spirit of the man Jesus blessed. But it was amazing they had the courage to show up and asked to be blessed.
What I know is this: God wants healing for our lives. Whatever it is that torments us - addiction, our inner critics, the voices of temptation – Christ offers us his power for healing. It’s hardly ever as simple as a prayer; our pain doesn’t often simply disappear. We may need many helpers, and many tools, like AA or AlAnon, or counseling or even medications. The forces of evil and illness are strong. But Christ is stronger still, and he is with us, offering his Spirit to silence every voice but his own, to bring us healing and peace. 

What blessing do you need today? 
Will you risk asking for God’s healing in your life? 
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