What Have You…, Mark 1:21-28, Epiphany 4-B, 2/1/15

It was going well.  Jesus and his disciples were at the synagogue in Capernaum and he was having the kind of day which every preacher dreams of having.  Mark tells us that the people were astounded by his words.  There was nobody dozing on the back pew, nobody checking his watch to see if they could beat the synagogue down the street to the two for one brunch.  Quite the contrary, the crowd was blown away by the power and confidence of Jesus’ words.  He spoke as one with authority, which is to say he had no need to buttress his words with support from the great rabbis of the past; he was his own authority.  The people sensed something special in him, something beyond mere eloquence.  He had them in the palm of his hand.
Then suddenly a clearly disturbed man jumps up and confronts the great teacher with a decidedly rude question, “What have you to do with us Jesus of Nazareth?”  Mark says this man has “an unclean spirit.”  In all honesty we are not quite sure what to make of that.  In first century Palestine it was common to attribute all manner of mental and physical disability to demon possession.  We are more likely to speak of mental illness or emotional trauma.  However you understand the term, an “unclean spirit” represents that which is contrary to God’s desire for health and wholeness in the world. Whether or not we believe in the possibility of demon possession is, I think, beside the point because the question he brazenly puts to Jesus is so important.  
We might paraphrase it like this:  “Jesus, all that high sounding religious stuff is fine, but what does it have to do with the real world?  When lives that are marbled with all manner of pain, what difference does God make?  When the strong exploit the weak at will, does God’s desire for justice matter?  Do you have anything more than pious platitudes to offer when illness strikes, grief crushes our hearts, dreams die, or basic civility shatters on hard hearts like a crystal on concrete?”  “What have you to do with us Jesus?”  Sometimes we ask that question in defiance and sometimes in sorrowful longing.  
The man in our story continues his challenge to Jesus, “Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  In Mark’s gospel the demons understand who Jesus is better than the disciples.  They understand what is at stake.  God desires to bring all of creation under his loving control; the demons are like petty warlords on the frontiers of civilization trying to carve out little places where God’s will is not done.  When Jesus exorcises a demon in Mark he is like a general serving notice that no turf will be conceded, that the war will be fought battle by battle until every corner of creation is as God wants it.

Those battles get fought in our society and in our hearts because a piece of us wants to keep certain parts of life beyond God’s control.  I was watching a TV show the other night which ended in a big battle.  Many of the heroes were policemen but before the confrontation they ceremoniously took off their badges and put them in pile.  They were not going to be constrained by rules of police procedure or jurisprudence.  In this critical moment they would not be limited by their identity as police; they were going to play by the rules of the jungle.
In like manner there is a temptation in certain parts of our lives to, in essence, take off the baptismal cross which claims us and calls us to be distinctive and say to Jesus, “What have you to do with this?”  Jesus, I am happy to call you Lord, but this is the world of hard-eyed business; what have you to do with this?  Forgiveness is fine in the abstract, but she has hurt me again and again; what have you to do with this?  You called us to love our enemies, but terrorism is real; what have you to do with this?  My body, my time, my money—these are my own—what have you to do with these?
But as the exorcism is our story illustrates, Jesus rejects the reservation of little pieces of our lives apart from God.  Jesus is intent on bring every corner under God’s control.  In our text the spirit convulses the man as he comes out—it is painful to be healed.  It is painful for us to give up those pockets of resistance to God’s call; we resist the loss of control.  But that is the price of receiving the fullness of life which comes in following Jesus.
Sometimes it is with unspoken defiance that we say to Jesus, “What have you to do with this?”  But just as often we say it with a certain sad, perhaps fearful resignation.  We look at the pain and suffering in our world and do not so much reject God’s claim on our lives as despair of God’s power and presence in our struggle.  We think of God as like a favorite uncle who lives in London, one who perhaps loves us but is too distant to make much difference in our day to day lives.  When adversity comes we may mumble a quick prayer but find ourselves thinking, “Jesus, what have you to do with this.”
Jack is long time friend and colleague in campus ministry.  He recently wrote an email to a small group informing us that he had been diagnosed with prostate cancer.  It was a beautiful note—honest about both the shock of the diagnosis and the faith he was drawing upon to move forward.  He was hopeful and said, “I do not expect to die of prostate cancer.”
Almost immediately Chris, a mutual friend, responded, “You will not die of prostrate cancer.... you will live in the assurance that God has claimed you and [that] a wide circle of friends and fellow travelers have you in our hearts and in our prayers.  Death may come (it will come to all of our bodies) but it will not be etched on the stone that marks our grave.  There, the note will be "Child of God."  This is how we speak of you, my dear friend, and how we always will.  We will add you to the prayers here.  And I will speak your name when I rise for my own daily (unknown destination) journey with God.”

That is one of the best sermons I’ve heard in a long time, for it proclaims the core of the gospel hope.  Whatever we confront we do it surrounded by God’s love and the community who gathers in his name.  There is no place where we are beyond God’s care.  There is no circumstance in which we are alone and isolated in the darkness.  There is nothing in our lives which is beyond God’s interest and care.  
Does that mean that God’s power will always transform our situation in the way that we would wish?  No, Jesus did not heal every demoniac he encountered, and there are times when the divorce really is unavoidable, the death inevitable, the illness irreversible, the depression stubbornly inky.  But wherever the journey takes us, we are always the beloved children of God and we will receive strength as we rest in God’s care.  

Sometimes we say it in defiance, sometimes in despair:  “Lord, what have you to do with this?”  Through Jesus Christ, God’s answer to both challenges is the same—“Everything.”

