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Evensong Service – Theme: “Birds”

“Because You live, O Christ, The spirit bird of hope is freed for flying;

Our cages of despair No longer keep us closed and life denying.

The stone has rolled away And death cannot imprison!

O sing this Easter Day, for Jesus Christ has risen,

has risen, has risen, has risen.”

(Shirley Erena Murray, stanza 1, Hymn #105, Presbyterian Hymnal)

There is a powerful urgency in Mark’s gospel that easily can be missed because of the way we usually read the Bible.  Most of us, when we read it at all, read the Bible in snippets, small doses.  We take a verse or a section or maybe a chapter of scripture and read it to gain insight for our living.  Devotional reading is good and helpful to our soul but we do miss the broad sweep of the gospel when we read it in pieces.

If we were taking one of those high school courses called “The Bible As Literature,” we would note that the first chapter of Mark is very compact and action-oriented.  In a mere twenty-eight sentences, we find accounts of the ministry of John the Baptist, the baptism of Jesus, the tempting of Jesus in the wilderness, the arrest of John, the calling of some of the disciples, and this episode we read today of Jesus teaching and healing in the synagogue in Capernaum.  That is six scenes in twenty-eight sentences.  Mark is intent, to say the least, on getting this story out.  Matthew and Luke take five chapters to get to a similar point as Mark after one.  

The second thing we would note is Mark’s repeated use of the word “immediately.”  All told, it appears thirty-one times in Mark’s sixteen chapters.  Mark is not writing an epic novel but something, with its frenzied pace, reminiscent of a car chase scene in Smokey and the Bandit.

Mark is telling us that Jesus is a man with a mission.  At various times in the Bible, we see Jesus as a teacher, as a contemplative, as someone who takes time to listen to people in need, but in Mark’s gospel, Jesus is almost all action.  We see that in evidence in our text today.  Contrary to the Temple that had its stable of professional priests, in the synagogue there was no permanent staff and leadership accrued on a given day to someone who had something to say.  Usually it was one of the scribes who could be counted on to give a warmed over version of the religious law.  

But on the day that Mark describes when Jesus went to the synagogue in Capernaum, Jesus wasted no time in assuming the lead position and, Mark reports, the people were astounded by his teaching.  Yet, Mark doesn’t tell us anything about the content of his teaching.  That is not Mark’s purpose.  In Mark’s entire gospel, the parable of the sower is the lone significant parable.  To get the substance of Jesus’ teaching, we have to turn to Matthew or Luke.  Mark is concerned with telling his readers about how Jesus lived and died.  It is Jesus himself more than his teaching with which Mark is concerned. 

So, while Jesus is teaching in the synagogue on this particular day of which Mark is telling us, a man with an unclean spirit interrupts.  We do not from our vantage point know exactly what Mark meant by “unclean spirit” but we can assume that it shows up in the sort of person that would cause us to cross to the other side of the street if we saw him coming toward us.  It is the sort of person who makes us nervous or frightened because he says and does inappropriate things.  He lacks a proper decorum.  It is, indeed, as though he is “possessed.”

It was an unclean spirit who cried out in the synagogue, “What do you have to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  If that happened here in our sanctuary, I can imagine the ushers starting to scramble and we all would feel a little nervous.  Somehow we would find a way to get the man genially outside, give him a little money, tell him about St. Susan’s, and bless him on his way.  But Jesus sees the interruption as an important moment.  The unclean spirit understands better than anyone who Jesus is.  He is on the periphery of society and the margins of sanity, but he knows Jesus.  Ironically, the disciples do not figure that out until chapter eight when Peter says to Jesus, “You are the messiah, the One sent by God.”  The unclean spirit in the man wants to know, “What are you going to do with us?  Are you going to destroy us?”

But Jesus said to the unclean spirit in the man, “Be silent, and come out of him.”  Then the man convulses and cries and the unclean spirit leaves him.  We still do not know what that unclean spirit is save that it wreaks havoc with a man’s life, so what Jesus does is impressive.  Mark may be silent about the substance of Jesus’ teaching, but he is making at least this point by telling of the expulsion of the unclean spirit: the purpose and power of God present in Jesus is arrayed against that which would maim and mar human life.  Shirley Erena Murray, a poet who for some time worked for Amnesty International, says it this way:  “Because you live, O Christ, the Spirit bird of hope is freed for flying; Our cages of despair No longer keep us closed and life denying…”

The Spirit of God and Christ is able to release us from the unclean spirits and demons that stalk us, and they are, admittedly, “legion.”  You can account for yourselves, but the demons that most show up in my life are anger and anxiety, judgment and jealousy, shame and blame.  The unclean spirits in my life tell me I am not good enough, that I am loved not in my own right but in measure of what I can do for others; that what I have to say is not as important as what others say.  The demons in my life do not build up, but tear down.  They do not encourage, but disparage.  Rather than binding together in love, they cause separation and loneliness.  The cages of despair. 

Then there are the demons, too, that pollute our common life – addiction and avarice, militarism, materialism, and greed to name a few.  

But Mark tells us that the unclean spirits are finally no match for the power of the Holy Spirit and the same Spirit that resided in Jesus lives also in us.  Our baptism is the outward sign of that inner grace.

So let me tell you what I have started to do.  This is painful to admit, but in all my years of being a Christian, I cannot say I have changed much.  I ask myself from time to time how I can have preached for thirty years, worked with scripture almost every day, been around church all my life, and still not have made more progress in my life.  Oh, I have learned a lot across the years, changed my theology a dozen times or so, acquired some spit and polish, honed my competencies, and I can make my way in public.  But there is an inner anger that has dogged me for decades.  Patience eludes me.  I am too quick to judge.  Frustration with myself makes it hard to be happy with others.  The demons and unclean spirits are tenacious and tough.

So now, when those unclean spirits cry out and assert themselves in me, I pray some combination of, “Lord, have mercy.  Christ, have mercy.  Holy Spirit, help me.  Tell those spirits to be quiet and to come out.”  And I find that the inner demons are beginning to lose their grip on me.  The results are not quite so quick or spectacular as with the unclean spirit in the synagogue, but God is faithful and I find myself more able to pray that old prayer, “God, I hope I am not yet what I am going to be, but I thank you that I am not what I used to be.”  The Spirit bird in me is freed for flying.  It can be in you, too. 

Amen.
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