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4th Sunday after Epiphany

Jan. 29, 2012

An Authority on the Subject

   Recently I saw a cartoon that showed a young person standing before a wall on which someone had painted the words “Always Question Authority.”  The caption was “Why should I?”  (Think about it….it’ll come.)
    Having come of age in the 60’s, I entered adulthood assuming that questioning authority in some form is pretty much a given.  The wisdom behind the sentiment is that there are unfortunately some people who have authority by virtue of their position or role in society, but who don’t, because of their behavior, necessarily have moral authority—in other words they do or say things that cause others to have difficulty respecting them as authority figures.  So the question then becomes, where does authority come from?

Who has it and who should have it and why?

    Well those questions are also being asked in the gospel reading for this morning.

     Jesus and his disciples are in the town of Capernaum, a place about 4 miles from Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth. When the Sabbath comes, Mark says, Jesus goes to the synagogue and teaches there, as a visiting rabbi might be asked to do.  But he turns out to be no ordinary visiting rabbi.  Mark says the people are astounded at his teaching, because he teaches them in a different way than they are used to, in a different way than the scribes, the usual interpreters of Torah, teach them.  Jesus teaches them, we are told, with authority. 


So, what does that mean, exactly---he teaches them with authority?

Most scribes would probably teach by quoting other teachers from the past, staying within the norms of tradition, making judgments based on precedent.   Jesus is evidently doing something different from that.  But notice that Mark doesn’t choose to tell us what Jesus is teaching.  Does he tell them parables?  Does he read scripture and then tell them he is fulfilling it?  Does he talk about the coming of the kingdom?  We don’t know.  All we know is that, whatever he teaches, he teaches it with authority.


And that is actually very like Mark.  Compared with Luke and Matthew’s gospels, Mark gives us only a handful of parables, and considerably fewer teachings in general.  What Mark does include, though, is a great deal of action.  Mark’s Jesus is always on the move, always doing things, and doing them “immediately”—that’s a word Mark uses more than any of the other gospel writers.  Notice that we are still today in the first chapter of Mark’s gospel, and yet here we are already considering Jesus as a teacher and healer, something Luke and Matthew don’t get to until about chapter five. In Mark, however, Jesus is from the first a person of action.

   And that is where Mark goes with this account as well.  “Just then,” he says, there is in the synagogue a man with an unclean spirit.  That could mean the man just then enters the synagogue, or it could mean that he is already there but it is only just then that the unclean spirit becomes apparent. Whichever it is, the man begins to yell at Jesus, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?”  Literally, the Greek says, “what to us and to you,” which probably carries the sense of “what do we have in common?”  “Have you come to destroy us?” he goes on.  “I know who you are.  You are the Holy One of God.”  Notice man is using the plural, have you come to destroy us, which could mean that he is acknowledging that there is that within him that makes him something other than one whole person—something that has fragmented him, broken him in pieces---something that has gotten hold of him.   Or he could be using the plural because he is speaking on behalf of all the unclean spirits that can dwell in people.  The phrase in Greek is pneuma akathartos—a spirit of uncleanness, a spirit of garbage or trash.  Mark probably intends us to hear it in opposition to the phrase he has just finished using about Jesus at his baptism---pneuma hagios—a holy spirit.  This unclean spirit clearly recognizes that Jesus is its opposition: have you come to destroy us?  In response, Jesus says something that is usually translated fairly mildly---be silent is what the translation on our insert says.  But literally in Greek it’s something  like “be muzzled.”  So in our day it might be more like saying, “Shut up,” or “Put a lid on it.”  “And,” Jesus continues, “come out of him.”  And it happens, and the people are amazed.  “What is this?” they ask.  And then, notice, they say not a miracle ----not a mighty deed---but “a new teaching” is here, a teaching “with authority.”  So clearly we are to understand that in Mark’s gospel Jesus authority comes not so much from what he says as what he does, and the truth that what he does matches up with what he says, he practices what he preaches, he walks the walk as well as talks the talk.  He doesn’t command respect because of his knowledge of scripture. He isn’t just quoting ancient teachings to people, though he does sometimes do that.  But he does more than that—much more: he sets people free from what is holding them captive.  He heals them.  He makes them whole.  That’s what sets him apart from the scribes.


Now we don’t talk very much in our time about people having unclean spirits.  We might talk about mental or emotional illness,  or about someone “not being in their right mind,”  or “not being themselves,” but you hardly ever hear anyone say anything like, “We need to do something about George; he’s got an unclean spirit in him these days.” In our fantasy world, we allow for something like that to happen, like in the Spiderman comics and movies where the personality of Norman Osborne, the character played in the movies by William Defoe, is taken over by the maniacal Green Goblin.  In real life, though, we just don’t usually think that way –not in this scientific, rational age.


But maybe we should.   Walter Wink has written, “Our society is possessed, Christians as much as anyone. We are possessed by violence, possessed by sex, possessed by money, possessed by drugs.”  There are all sorts of things that can get hold of us, that can enter into us, and fragment our selves, cause us to be other than who we truly are, other than who God creates us to be.  And when we are there, as individuals or as a society, in the grips of some unclean spirit that has possessed us, some addiction, some sickness, some blindness to truth, we don’t need any scribes to quote scripture to us.  What we need is an intervention.  We need the living God to stand in front of us and call us back to our senses, to free us from the grip of madness, to make our spirits clean and whole once again.   And that, Mark says, is exactly what Jesus does.  Jesus says, “No.  That’s not who you are.  This is who you are.”  You’d think it would be cause for rejoicing, wouldn’t you?  And it is, for some.  But when Jesus begins to say it to the powerful, to the institutions of his day and those running them, to those who profit from the madness, from the violence and the greed and the addiction, they do not rejoice.  That is when they decide to make sure that Jesus’ ministry is, as someone has put it, “low key and short term.”  Because they too see that he has authority, and that it can destroy their power, and so they destroy him first.  


When I try to think of who I’ve known in my life who I think of as having authority, one person who comes to mind is Kay Adair.  Kay is a member of the Kerr family—her brother was the late Robert Kerr---so she has always had money.  But that’s not where her authority comes from.  In fact, I didn’t even know about that part of her background until several years after I met her.  Kay, with her husband Bob Adair, created and for a number of years ran a retreat center near Coyle that is called St. Francis of the Woods, and, although she no longer lives on the premises, she still spends a great deal of time there and is instrumental in what goes on.  Kay is tall and slender, with long gray hair, and she is among the gentlest people I have ever known.  She listens intently to anyone who is talking to her, and when she speaks it is softly and only after considerable thought.  But when she does speak, everyone listens.  She just has that authority, born of the kind of person she is, born of the whole and compassionate and healing way she lives on the earth.


In the movie Gandhi, there is a scene in which he is on trial for treason against the British government.  The judge in this particular court, however, is a man who, though himself British, has great respect  for Mahatma Gandhi.  So when the prisoner enters the room, the judge stands, symbolically honoring Gandhi’s authority.  The irony is that, because the judge has stood, it is protocol for all of the spectators in the courtroom to stand, most of them British, many of them angry and even filled with hatred toward this Indian man who has dared to question the authority of the British government.  And so this tiny brown man dressed only in a loin cloth, this man of peace, enters a room in which everyone is standing because of him, because of authority born of compassion, authority that acts in the world on behalf of freedom.  


That kind of authority has the power to cast out much that is unclean, the power to bring wholeness and integrity to our lives and our world.  May it be the authority to which we give our allegiance.

