FACING THE DEMONS
TEXT: Mark 1:29-39
Many of you met my son John when he was with me last year. He has moved to
Oklahoma to be with a long-time friend whose father was in distress. He was a 70-some
year old Viet Nam War vet, a man possessed by the demons of war, until he was finally
released in death. The last several years of his life were filled with midnight terrors and
round-the-clock attempts at self medication. My prayer for him was that his wounded
life might be resurrected in the healing of God’s ultimate grace. There are increasing
numbers of haunted souls like him, each in need of healing.

Healing the sick and similarly possessed was a central part of Jesus’ ministry. His
gift of physical and spiritual healing restored human beings to full participation in their
communities. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus begins his ministry in Galilee. He has called his
disciples. In the Capernaum synagogue he has healed a man with an unclean spirit by
“rebuking” the spirit and calling it out of him. The amazed local folks talk about this new
teacher and exorcist everywhere.

We rarely talk about demons today. I’m not sure we really understand what that
means. The bible also uses the phrase “unclean spirit” to try to describe the agony of
people suffering from mental illness. Just last week Rev. Steve Garnaas-Holmes, in his
daily meditation Unfolding Light offered the following:

I like the ancient wisdom that distinguishes between the person and the spirit that
inhabits them. You are not the unholy spirit you have inherited. You are still you. An
“unclean” spirit is one outside religious law. Don’t you have in you the residue of some
infractions? Imagine this: it’s not evil. It’s shame. But it’s not you. Your shame
recognizes the Holy One, who had indeed come to destroy it. It will not leave you
without making you cry out. But it will leave. Imagine this: Jesus has power over your
shame, authority over what diminishes or misleads you, power to cast it out, to restore
you to yourself, to set you free.

1

Today’s reading focuses on Jesus’ return to Simon Peter’s house. There lies
Simon Peter’s mother-in-law in the grip of a fever. This was no small matter in the
ancient world. A fever was not only debilitating for a short while, but was often a
symptom of a condition that would lead to death. We know nothing from Mark about
this fever – its intensity, its duration, or its cause – but we do know a valued family
member was unable to be up and about her work. Her calling had been taken from her by
an illness.

Jesus simply “raises her up”. In Mark’s direct and uncomplicated style he says
“..and the fever left her and she served them”.

This story takes only three verses from our reading. It is important from many
viewpoints, but the rest of the reading is what has captured my attention. Mark tells us:
“That evening, at sunset, people brought to Jesus those who were sick or demonpossessed. The whole town gathered near the door. He healed many who were sick with
all kinds of diseases, and he threw out many demons…He traveled throughout Galilee,
preaching in their synagogues and throwing out demons.”

There are many references to “demons” in the Gospels, and many stories about
Jesus and his exorcisms of demons. Belief that the world is filled with spiritual powers
(both wicked and good) was widespread in the ancient Near Eastern world. Old
Testament authors wrote about evil spirits, including one that tormented Saul, and a lying
spirit sent to Ahab.

Jesus, his adversaries, and many other first-century Jews assumed that all that
happened in the world reflected the working of unseen spiritual powers. These powers,
or “authorities”, were created by God to uphold God’s reign, and many of them did. But
some, led by Satan, worked to thwart God’s purposes. The devil was viewed as not
merely ruler of demons, but as “ruler of this world”. For eons, it was believed, he had
enslaved the vast throngs of humanity: some through sickness and demon-possession;
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some through their practice of idolatry (which glorifies Satan), and some through their
adherence to false prophets and magicians (Satan’s special ministers of evil).

Many of us have trouble with these Biblical accounts and early beliefs. But even
his enemies agreed that Jesus cast out demons, but they accused him of working in
alliance with Beelzebub, the ruler of demons, also known as the devil. But Jesus’ own
interpretation was diametrically opposed: whenever he exorcised, he liberated people
captive to Satan and delivered them to God.

Many people have reinterpreted the biblical accounts of exorcisms, claiming Jesus
didn’t really cast out demons, because victims were actually suffering from psychological
maladies, or epilepsy. (And so also for the miracles of Jesus: he was walking on a
sandbar and not the water; he didn’t multiply loaves and fishes, but people learned to
share). Such rationalizations miss the point of the Gospel accounts. Jesus’ exorcisms
and other miracles were never understood simply as raw displays of power but as
signifiers of the gospel – the “good news” of the reign of God and the devil’s imminent
demise. When we rush to explain away the miracles, we risk overlooking their deeper
message for us.

You have undoubtedly noticed that in scripture everyone loves it when Jesus
shows up. His presence makes a difference. Things happen. Mothers-in-law are healed.
The sick are cured. Demons are cast out. Lives are changed. This was true not only for
the people of Capernaum in Jesus’ time, but also for us here and now. He comes to our
house as surely as he went to the house of Simon and Andrew. Let me tell you about
some houses that have been visited. The following is from a dissertation by Rev.
Michael K. Marsh, a priest of the Episcopal Church serving at St. Philip’s Episcopal
Church in the Diocese of West Texas. Here is what he writes:
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