The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany
February 1, 2009
Text:  Mark 1:21-28
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

It was a sunny day, but you’d never know it inside his bedroom.  The shades were pulled down tight, the drapes drawn across them…the air was heavy and stagnant…the bed was still unmade…and the man was just sitting there staring blankly into the darkness.

His wife had called me a few minutes ago.  “Please come quickly,” she said.  “He’s been like this for two days now, barricading himself in his bedroom, hardly speaking at all, except to say that he wants to end his life.”

And I, newly ordained to the ministry, in my first call, didn’t have a clue as to what to do….except to go there, and to be there, and to stammer a few words.

Unlike Jesus in our Gospel today, I neither saw nor heard demons in that man’s bedroom.  But an atmosphere of heavily oppressive suffocation…that I felt.  Mental illness….serious depression….brokenness was there…an example of suffering evil in our world was there.

It was at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, too, that he encountered a man with an unclean spirit….a man possessed by demons is the way the first-century world would see it.

And I wouldn’t dispute that view.  I suppose most people today in the West no longer believe in demons.  That’s not true, of course, of my Third World friends whom I met at the Overseas Ministry Study Center in New Haven last spring:  Pr. Robert Pindzié, whom you all met this past November; Bishop Marco Badeleya, an Anglican bishop in Tanzania.  
Does it make any difference what we call it?  Not believing in demons in the West has hardly eradicated evil in our part of the world, has it?

Theologian Karl Barth, in Volume III of his Church Dogmatics, takes a brief glance at demons.  He writes:

Why must our glance be brief?  Because we have to do at this point with a sinister matter about which the Christian and the theologian must know but in which we must not linger or become too deeply engrossed…  In so doing we ourselves might become just a little or more than a little demonic.  The very thing which the demons are waiting for, especially in theology, is that we should find them dreadfully interesting and give them our serious and perhaps systematic attention.  [III/3, p. 519]
Have you ever read William Styron’s Darkness Visible:  A Memoir of Madness?  William Styron, who died just a couple of years ago, was the brilliant author of Sophie’s Choice and The Confessions of Nat Turner.  At the age of 60 he found himself in the grips of serious clinical depression…and it almost led him to suicide.
Styron even referred to his depression as a “demon.”  His depression began at about the same time that he gave up alcohol.  He writes:  [p. 43]

Although, as everyone should know, [alcohol] is a major depressant, it had never truly depressed me during my drinking career, acting instead as a shield against anxiety.  Suddenly vanished, the great ally which for so long had kept my demons at bay, was no longer there to prevent those demons from beginning to swarm through the subconscious, and I was emotionally naked, vulnerable as I had never been before.

Depression…clinical depression…is a scary thing, isn’t it?  Some of here today have probably experienced it.  All of us have had just a wee little taste of it whenever we’ve “had the blues” or “felt a little down.”  Styron says that depression is a kind of symbol of all the evil in our world:  Our everyday discord and chaos, our irrationality, warfare and crime, torture and violence.  [p. 83]

You and I are born broken.  That’s the first of three conclusions here this morning:  we are born broken.  Depression is certainly not the only sign of our brokenness.  This past week, going through my cartoon file, I came across this piece of poetry I had saved.  It’s called The Wall.  Why I had put it in my cartoon file, I will never know; it is no joking matter.

Their wedding picture mocked them from the table, these two, whose minds no longer touched each other.  They lived with such a heavy barricade between them

that neither battering ram of words nor artilleries of touch could break it down.

Somewhere, between the oldest child’s first tooth

and the youngest daughter’s graduation they lost each other.

Now there’s a brokenness we all know about.  If not in our own marriages, certainly we have seen it in the marriages around us.

For when love dies,


it is not in a moment of angry battle,

Nor when fiery bodies lose their heat.


It lies, panting, exhausted,



expiring at the bottom of a wall




it could not scale.
We are born broken.

Into this world of brokenness, Jesus came battling evil with words.  Did you notice how strangely Mark tells this story?  From the beginning:  Jesus entered the synagogue and taught.  They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.

Then comes the story about the man possessed by an unclean spirit…the confrontation between Jesus and the demon…and then the exorcism itself.

Then the Gospel writer makes this comment:  They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, ‘What is this?  A new teaching – with authority!

Now wait a minute!  Did I miss something here?  Shouldn’t the people have said, “Hey!  What a great healing!”  But instead they are amazed at Jesus’ teaching…his authority…with words.

With words Jesus does battle with evil:  Be silent and come out of him! Jesus commands.  Like the hymn says:

See how he sends the power of evil reeling

He brings us freedom, light and life and healing.

Oh, there is a power in words.  In the pages of the Bible, there is no power equal to that of:  And God said…  In the Book of Genesis, the world is created by the Word of God.

For us Christians, the central act of God is captured in the expression, the Word became flesh.  Creation is by word, and redemption is by the Word made flesh.

Back to that hymn again.  It is Rise, Shine, You People:

See how he sends the power of evil reeling

He brings us freedom, light and life and healing.

And the hymn points to the power of our words, too:

Your songs and prayers against the darkness hurling.

Arthur Miller wished he had some songs and prayers to hurl against the darkness.  In his autobiography, he tells of his marriage to Marilyn Monroe.  During the filming of The Misfits, he watched Marilyn descend into the depths of depression and despair.  He was fearing for her life, as he watched their growing estrangement, her paranoia, and her growing dependence on barbiturates.

One evening, after a doctor had been persuaded to give her yet another shot, she was sleeping.  Miller stood watching her, reflecting:  “I found myself straining to imagine miracles.  What if she were to wake and I were able to say, ‘God loves you, darling,’ and she were able to believe it!  How I wish I still had my religion and she hers.”

Yes, we are born broken.  But we do not stop there.  We go on to conclusion #2:  we live by mending.  This points us to the hope.

Jesus is the mender!  Jesus is the healer!  That is certainly the conclusion of our Gospel story.  Be silent and come out of him! Jesus commands the demon.  And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.  
Some of you might remember:  a few years back, in a sermon, I told you about Pr. Johann Christoph Blumhardt, a Lutheran pastor in Germany in the 1840’s, whose parishioner, he had come to believe, was possessed.  Her name was Gottlieben Dittus.  From Blumhardt’s own account:

It was clear to me that something demonic was at work here, and I was pained that no remedy had been found for the horrible affair.  As I pondered this, indignation seized me – I believe it was an inspiration from above.  I walked purposefully over to Gottliebin and grasped her cramped hands.  
Then trying to hold them together as best as possible (she was unconscious), I shouted into her ear, “Gottliebin, put your hands together and pray, ‘Lord Jesus, help me!’  We have seen enough of what the devil can do; now let us see what the Lord Jesus can do!”  Moments later the convulsions ceased, and to the astonishment of those present, she woke up and repeated those words of prayer after me.  [p. 16]
Out of that experience in the village of Mottlingen, a theme developed in Pr. Blumhardt’s ministry:  Jesus is Victor!  That is also the conclusion of our Gospel story today.

And that’s why, whenever we Christians speak about evil or demons or the devil, we need to make sure that we never stray into a dualism.  Dualism, you see, is the idea that the world is a constant battleground between good and evil….that is, good and evil which are equal powers.  No, the Christian faith says:  Jesus is victor!  Because of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, we already know who is going to win.  It is never a conflict between equals, because Jesus is Victor!
Back to Styron’s book.  As oppressively heavy as this book is, there is a thread of hope that is carefully woven through it.  Here’s how the turning point came for William Styron…and it happened through words.  He had rewritten his will, made an attempt to write a suicide note, and then, while watching the videotape of a movie, he heard someone sing, in a contralto voice, a soaring passage from Brahm’s Alto Rhapsody:
This sound…pierced my heart like a dagger, and in a flood of swift recollection I thought of all the joys the house had known:  the children who had rushed through its rooms, the festivals, the love and work, the honestly earned slumber, the voices and the nimble commotion…All this I realized was more than I could ever abandon. 

He woke up his wife, made telephone calls, and the next day was admitted to the hospital, where his mending, his healing began.  All because of words!  He remembered later that he had heard that same piece of Brahms sung by his mother, when he was a child.  So those were not just any words, they were words of mending, words of hope, words of grace.

Our threefold conclusion today:  We are born broken.  We live by mending.  And now conclusion #3:  The grace of God is glue!  Those are not my words, folks.  They’re from Eugene O’Neill, the playwright.  And they are a summary of this whole book [Bible]…a summary of the Word of God.

In a marriage where words had been used as battering rams, there can still come the words of hope…healing words spoken by a spouse:  I care for you…I am committed to our relationship, to make it grow.

All of these:  Brahm’s Alto Rhapsody…..words of commitment coming from a spouse…Jesus is Victor! spoken by a pastor to a woman convulsed with demons…Come out of him! spoken by Jesus to the man with the unclean spirit….all of these are signs of the grace of God.  The God who does say to us – to each and every one of us –  I love you, and I give you the gift of faith to be able to believe it – the words that Arthur Miller wished he could say to Marilyn.
