4th Sunday after the Epiphany - 2/1/2009 

Mark 1:21-28 - Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe


In a few months I will celebrate my 25th anniversary of ordination. You can imagine that over the years that represents a lot of sermons and a lot of worship services. Most of them are not very memorable. By that I don't mean that they were bad or boring, just that nothing out of the ordinary happened to make them stand out in my memory. We tend to remember those events where something unusual happens, like somebody fainting or a fire alarm going off. It always amazes me when people remember a sermon years after I've given it. Most likely what they remember is an illustration I've used. People remind me of my "cheesehead sermon", but I bet they don't remember anything about it except that I wore my cheesehead. I don't even remember what the sermon was about. In fact, being that this is Superbowl Sunday I was tempted to get it out and display it again, just for old-time sake. But I think you had enough cheese here last Sunday. I sure picked the wrong Sunday to be gone.  


I'm guessing that there may be a few worship services you've experienced over the years that stand out in your memory for various reasons. Something unusual happened or perhaps the Holy Spirit used that worship in a very special or particular way to give you exactly what you needed at the time. But most I would bet are not very memorable. 

The worship service in our Gospel reading was one that everyone remembered. There was this new preacher in town who was creating quite a stir. There was something different about this preacher and everyone wanted to check him out. Jesus was halfway through his sermon when someone stood up in the back pew and started making strange noises.  The man went rigid as a board and began to scream. It freaked everyone out. This kind of thing doesn't usually happen in church and, as you can imagine, it made everyone uncomfortable. Where were the ushers? Parents hugged their children closer. People started planning their exit away from this crazy man. And then he shrieked in an other-worldly voice, "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God?" I think that if I were sitting in the pew next to this guy I'd be pretty spooked. Jesus, on the other hand, didn't seem surprised at all. He looked the man straight in the eye and pointed his finger at him. "Be silent, and come out of him." The guy began to scream and shake violently until he fell to the floor. And then suddenly he was quiet. You could hear a pin drop. Everyone was looking at him. And then everyone was looking at Jesus. Who was this preacher man who could do things like that? They were all amazed. That was one service none of them would ever forget.
Here's the question I have about this story- what was this guy doing in church? I mean, why was he there? That's not the kind of place people with unclean spirits often hang out, is it? Wouldn't the synagogue security have picked this guy out of the crowd and quietly escorted him to the door?  What about those hi-tech unclean-spirit-detectors everyone had to pass through on their way in? Wouldn't the alarms have gone off alerting someone about this bad guy before he could hijack the service? Somehow he just slipped in, carrying his unclean spirit like a concealed weapon, looking like everyone else. 
And maybe that's the point. The guy was just like everyone else. He was part of the community. Maybe he was a farmer, a carpenter, a husband, a father. We don't know. But on the Sabbath he came to the synagogue just like everyone else, wearing his Sunday best. He listened attentively as the Scriptures were read and then settled in for the sermon. But this sermon was different from any other he had ever heard a Rabbi preach. Jesus' words went straight to his heart. All the masks he wore to make himself acceptable in the community, all the lies he told himself and others, somehow in Jesus' presence they were all exposed. He felt naked, dirty and unclean, as if he were in the presence of a holy god. As Jesus preached the frustrations of his life kept building like a teapot about to explode- the double life he lived, the shame and guilt, the hypocrisy. He felt this fierce urgency that things couldn’t go on the way they were. Something had to change or he was going to explode. And then it happened. All hell broke loose. Minutes later, when he woke up, he felt a strange calm. Something had changed. For the first time in a long time he felt hope.
Do you know this man? Do you know how he must have felt that day in church? Aren’t we all a bit like him? We are if we are honest with ourselves, if we look deep enough into our hearts, our capacity for sin. Just like this man we can't hide our secrets from Jesus. He knows all the skeletons in our closet and he calls them all by name. He sees past all the masks we wear and all the lies we tell ourselves and others. We come into his presence feeling naked and exposed, unclean. The famous poet, William Butler Yates said, "In my heart the demons and the angels wage an eternal battle." Some of you know that war all too well. You struggle with addictions or compulsive behavior. You battle with destructive habits deeply entrenched in your personality. You have tried so hard to overcome these temptations in your life, but you fall down again and again, and the guilt you feel is overwhelming. Sometimes in our soul it can seem like Halloween with hordes of devils filling our minds and hearts pulling us south, tempting us away from what is good and right.
Thursday night I watched Larry King as he interviewed Ted Haggard, the Colorado Springs Evangelical pastor who was accused of having a relationship with a male prostitute. He shared with brutal honesty the shameful things he had done, the hypocrisy and lies that he lived. He had been humbled and now looked deeply into his own heart, his capacity for sin. He also shared how, with the help of counselors, Christ was helping to put his life, his marriage and his family back together. I couldn’t help but draw parallels to this story and the man sitting in the synagogue with the unclean spirit. 
There are three things I learn from this story, three things that everyone of us needs to know today. The first is that Jesus knows who we are. He knows everything about us, all the bad decisions, all the wrong desires, all the things we pretend to be and really aren’t. He knows the successes and the failures. The second thing I learn from this story is that Jesus has the authority and the power to free us from the grip of sin and death. Just like that man sitting in the pew 2000 years ago, Jesus can free us from those things that are harmful for us, and free us to follow him. The third thing I learn from this story is that Jesus loves us. He loved that man to free him from his unclean spirit. Jesus loves us that much, too. That’s good news, isn’t it? He comes to us again and again, in word and sacrament to bring us grace and forgiveness. He comes to us in the support of others from church or community, both friends and professionals. In countless ways today Jesus comes to bring us life and to invite us to follow him. 
