Text: Mark 9:14-29
Introduction

One of the questions I find myself asking is – “who is our entry into the text?”  “Whose eyes are we supposed see through or whose shoes do we stand in?”  When you break the gospel up into sections and readings like we do, all of the people become possible.  What person hasn’t had their moments of anguish crying out like the father in our Gospel – “I believe, help my unbelief.”  There is a human reason why we still have faith healers and TV shows like the X-files.  Like Fox Mulder – we want to believe – but the trials of life sometimes squeeze it out.  Sometimes we can imagine ourselves just as the crowd.  We can hang on the periphery of what is going on, observing first hand.  Everything from NASCAR races to the crowds that gather at crime scenes speak to our desire to see the action but not really be part of it.  And sometimes we might even relate to Jesus.  Maybe our family thinks we are crazy or we think at work we are surrounded by idiots – “How long do I have put up with this incompetent network system?”  Each one of those people is possible when broken down, but taking the Gospel as a whole, the only people that are in every scene are Jesus and the disciples.  As much as we might have a messianic complex, Jesus is just not the natural character to choose unless someone here has undisclosed powers of healing and exorcism.  No, it is the disciples that are our entry into the story.
Text

Those disciples by this time are convinced they know who Jesus is…and they are right…in a way.  They believe that Jesus is the messiah.  Only a few verses before our text was Peter’s bold confession…”You are the messiah”.  Followed quickly by his rebuke by Jesus…”get behind me Satan”…when Peter tried to correct Jesus on his understanding of the role of messiah.  Those disciples, they thought that the messiah was a direct ticket trip to power and glory.  After Peter’s confession of Jesus, Jesus issued his first prediction of cross and suffering and rejection…and of resurrection.  The disciples didn’t have ears for such talk.  That is not the messiah they expected.
And then Peter, James and John go up the hill with Jesus and witness the transfiguration.  They witness the revealed glory.  The see Elijah and Moses – and want to stay right there.  Now we are talking.  Let’s get the glory express moving.  But suddenly, when they looked around, Moses and Elijah were gone, and non-sparkling robe Jesus is standing with them.  The voice from heaven had told them to listen.  And Jesus’ first words were – “don’t tell anyone about the glory until I’ve risen from the dead.”  Peter, not feeling like being called Satan just then, decides to keep his mouth closed, but they continue to talk amongst themselves what does this “resurrection from the dead mean?”  

And that is what they are doing when we get to our text today.  They are coming down that mount of transfiguration talking about just what did their supposed messiah mean by resurrection, when they see the crowd gathered and the Pharisees – the teachers of the law – arguing with the rest of the disciples.  And what they witness is like a summation event of all that has come before.  All the healings and the exorcisms that Jesus had performed that had convinced them that he was the messiah, all of them are present in this episode.  The amazement of the crowd from the synagogue exorcism…but then it was after, here the crowd starts off amazed.  Jesus felt compassion for the leper he healed earlier…here that same compassion is begged of him.  The demons across the lake had wanted to kill their victims, but they only got the pigs to run off the cliff…this demon attempts to kill its host as well…with fire and water.  Jesus raised Jarius’ little girl while reaching out his hand and setting her up.  The boy here also appears dead and Jesus takes him by the hand and sets him up.  The gentile woman who requested healing for her daughter, Jesus had roughly questioned calling or at least implying she was a dog, to end up healing her daughter and lauding her faith .  Here we have a man requesting help for his son who gets questioned – if I am able, all things are possible to the one who believes – and just like the gentile woman the man responds and Jesus heals.  Last but not least, in the element that blurs the stories, the lesson today is an exorcism, but the unclean spirit causes him to be deaf and mute.   Last week’s gospel lesson was the healing of a deaf and mute man with the command – ephatha- be open.  In today’s lesson, demon and the deafness and the muteness are exorcised with a command – listen, come out!  In all of those previous healings and exorcisms – all of them reflected in this one case – the point, the lesson to the disciples, was to recognize who Jesus was and his authority.
But now something had changed.  They had recognized Jesus as the messiah.  They had been sent out.  They had been sent out with power – to heal and exorcise.  But something was wrong.  “I asked your disciples to cast out the evil spirit, but they weren’t strong enough.”  Which brings on Jesus’ lament- “you faithless people!  How long will I be with you?”  But we really don’t know who Jesus was talking to.  Was he talking to the crowd?  Maybe the distraught father quickly losing faith?  Or was it to our entry way into the story – the disciples?  And after Jesus rescues the situation and sends the evil spirit away those disciples ask him – hey, what happened to our power?  Why couldn’t we cast it out?  And the response is that they had become disconnected.  “This kind only comes out by prayer.”  It is not that this was a special class of demon – a super demon warrior.  This kind – anything having to do with the spirit, with spiritual conflict – requires prayer.  It requires being connected to the living God.

The disciples had thought they were serving a king.  A king that had given them a grant of authority when he sent them out.  They were the barons of the estate now.  The authority was theirs.  No need to check back in, they were the apostles, the sent ones.  But that is not how the kingdom of God works.  There are no spiritual barons in God’s kingdom – only Jesus and the children or the poor in spirit.  The authority was never the disciples.  They had always relied on the special authority of the Son of God.  When separated, when relying on their own presumed authority, this kind – this spiritual conflict - can’t be cast out.  

Application

 There are those times in our lives when everything comes at us at once.  Those can be different depending upon our station in life.  I joked with Auggie the other day about if I filled out one of those stress test scores – you know the ones that say everything from record 100 pts for an out of town move and 5 if you stubbed your toe today – if I filled out one of those and went to the score card – I figured that the summary would be “you should be dead.”  Kinda like this experience for the disciples.  They couldn’t help but see the entire previous year or two flash before them.  And they were failing.  They couldn’t get what Jesus meant by resurrection.  They couldn’t get what the kingdom meant.  This was not the messiah they had expected.  Because of that confusion of authority, they couldn’t seem to help the very people and situations they had been sent out to help anymore.  Jesus himself was becoming exasperated.  A distraught Father was losing the faith that he came to them with.  The Scribes were taking the chance to win an argument.  The crowd was growing restless and leaving.  And worst of all they seemed helpless in the midst of it all.  

We all have times like that.  When the powers of this world have just drained us.  When we feel hopeless, and helpless and without faith.  Those are the times when you need to go into the house.  Go into the house alone with Jesus and ask, “Why couldn’t we cast out that evil spirit?”  Lord, I don’t get it.  I thought I was getting it.  I thought I was following you.  But something seems wrong.  Have pity on me.  Help my unbelief!

There, when faith seems in the balance, when despair looks right, is when we retreat to that first basic – prayer, conversation with the almighty.  Luther said Christian life is prayer, study and trial.  After the trial.  After being stripped down, bare in front of that crowd.  We turn to prayer.  And in our Father’s house – through that communion of saints – through that hour of prayer – we may still not get it – be we find the ears to listen again.  We find ears to hear about the cross before the glory.  We find the mercy, the pity, the help for our unbelief.  Amen.
