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4th Sunday after Epiphany
January 29, 2012
Text for the day and sermon by Pastor David Mosher
The holy gospel according to St. Mark, the 1st chapter:

1:21They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, [Jesus] entered the synagogue and taught.  22They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.  23Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit,24and he cried out, “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.”

25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!”  26And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.  27They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is this?  A new teaching—with authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.”

28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.










   Mark 1:21–28
This is the gospel of our Savior… 
People of God, called to live in the light of our Savior Jesus Christ; grace and peace to you in his name.











Amen
We had a really interesting time with this text at pastors’ text study.  There was a lot of conversation about what demons are, and about what they are not.  Are demons real?  Are they really demons—beings of a different realm?  Are they beings of a different order?  Are they supernatural?—or are they merely misunderstood aspects of the natural world, the natural order.  Are they simply another way to talk about disease or brokenness?  

There are lots of questions, and very few answers.  So let’s just leave that question alone for a moment, and take the story at face value that Jesus and his disciples were in Capernaum, they went to worship, and there was indeed a man who was possessed by demons.  
Now there are couple of really interesting things about this text.  Why does a man with demons come to worship in the first place?  Is it the man who decides to come or is it the demons who lead him there?  And if so, why?  It’s certainly the demons who speak.  
And notice too, it’s the demons who recognize who Jesus is… and it’s the demons who recognize what Jesus’ arrival means.

Oddly enough we were talking about one of the other texts when this question came up:  Why do people come to worship?  What is it that people expect when they come?  What are they there for?  And is it the same for everyone?  
We talked about that for a long time, and there were lots of different answers.  If I were to ask you for your answers to that question, and if you were to write your answers down on a piece of paper, how many different answers do you think we would have?  (Probably lots.)
I think it’s clear that people come for different reasons.  But if that’s true—that we come for all kinds of different reasons—then what is it that we “get”?  And is that the same for everyone???  What about the gospel?  Is the gospel the same?

And what about that man with the demons?  What did that man expect?  What about the others that were there?  Well, again, let's look at the lesson that's in front of us.  What is it that happens in that story?
The scribes came, as the scribes often do, to make sure that things were done in the proper order, all the i’s dotted and the t’s crossed…  They came to exercise their authority.  

Others came to hear the lessons, to hear the teachings, to gather for worship as they always did—as in fact they were commanded to do.  Maybe they came to see friends, or maybe other reasons, just like we do.  They came for all kinds of reasons.
The disciples came because they were following Jesus; Jesus came to teach, to heal, and to be Jesus—he came as the living Word of God to do the Ministry that he had been sent to do.  (And is that always the same???)
Most of those are pretty easy answers; but then it gets murky again—why did the man with the demons come?  Was it to hear the lessons?  Was it a listen to the scribes?  Was it to gather in and be part of the community?  (No…)  Or did he come for something else?  Did he come perhaps to be healed?  But what about the demons?  Why were they there?
I guess part of the answer comes down to “who is in charge”?  Is it the man himself for the demons who possess him?  Because— clearly—they recognize Jesus… and they do not want to come out of the man!
One of the things we pastors talked about was that we all come, for whatever reason—and when we do, we bring our demons with us.  And, just like the man in the text, we want to hang onto those demons; we don’t want them to be called out.
What are some of the demons we bring?  Some are easy to name:  Addictions— by their very nature those are things that we recognize as bad.  But still—for whatever reason—we just can’t let them go, at least not by ourselves.  That’s why they’re called addictions.)

What are some others?  Well—bad attitude—is that something we’d call “demonic”?  (I guess it depends on just how bad the attitude is—or how it affects you or anybody else.)  What about gossip?  What about fear?  What about lack of faith?  Are those demonic?  
You can see that this could go in a lot of different directions.  But you know, that’s probably all beside the point.  I think that it may just all go back to that other question; that earlier question:  What is it that we come to church for?  And what is it that we get?
And yeah, maybe we’d all answer that differently, but there’s one answer that will always be an answer that we share in common:  We encounter Christ.

No matter who comes, no matter what we think, no matter what demons may come along with us, when we come, we encounter Christ.
And, just like that man in the text, just like those demons that possessed him, we are called to recognize Jesus, and to recognize him for who he really is:  the Holy One of God…  The One who speaks with authority…  The One unlike any other… 
He is the One we are to follow.

And it’s here where we are called to abandon our demons, our own ideas, our fears, our uncertainties—all the things that would lead us from faith in God, from faith in the good news, faith in Jesus who comes to bring life.
Come to the table; receive into your hands, into your heart, into you’re your lives, the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ—given and shed, NOT just for forgiveness of sins, but for the power to be renewed, the power to share the good news he brings, to be a part of the gospel—we become what we receive:

The body of Christ…



For the sake of the world…

(We forget that at our peril.)

Follow Christ; be Christ; live Christ.



Amen
Children’s Sermon 

(Object:  Gargoyle.)

I have something to show you.  (Lift bag as if it’s really really heavy.)  Can you guess what I have in here?  (Guesses.)  Nope.  Do you think maybe I have a demon in here?!?!  (Don’t worry—it’s not really a demon.)  I have a gargoyle.  Do you know what a gargoyle is?  (Responses?)  

A gargoyle is a kind of a demon-looking thing.  They used to put these up on the tops of castles, and even on top of churches.  They were made of stone or metal—like it looks like this one is.  

And they were like this one here.  Would someone like to hold this?  (Responses?)  

(Woo!  It’s not heavy at all is it?)  Sometimes demons are not what we expect.  Sometimes demons can be things like sickness.  Or sometimes being mad all the time—you could say that someone like that has a demon.

Jesus has the power to cast out demons.  And they aren’t as heavy as we expect, and also, they aren’t in charge.  (At least they shouldn’t be!)
Prayer:

Jesus, don’t let demons have power over us—keep us safe from the bad things in the world, and remind us that you have authority—and that we are your people.

Amen

(Or wherever the kids take it from there…)













