Text: Mark 1:21-28
Introduction
I think our modern world has a very difficult time understanding the Gospel lessons that have unclean spirits or the demonic as part of it.  A significant chunk of the American population would read this story as clearly a fantasy or the remnant of a benighted culture.  And even within the church there are steps taken to remove the story from everyday reality.  You’ve probably heard the explanations.  Well the person had a psychological problem.  Ancients just attributed it to demons.  We can explain away the story with advanced material knowledge.  Or people place a social problem at the center.   There was a person who was outside the community – they were scare quotes “unclean”.  And what Jesus does is bring down social barriers.  But because of the times he had to “cast out the evil” for them to accept this person.  Today we can bloodlessly look at systems, tinker with them and deliver social justice for the modern unclean.  We explain away the demonic by improving our social safety net.  And there are a bunch more glosses that can be read onto these texts.  Each one that ignores what is directly said with some embarrassment and explains it in a more modern way.
The problem with all that is this is the first miracle performed by Jesus in the Gospel of Mark.  To Mark this miracle exemplifies what the Reign of God – the Kingdom of Heaven – is about.  This one comes with a new teaching – with authority!  Authority so great that the unclean spirits obey his commands.  The hallmark of Jesus to Mark is that He has the authority.  God has come to break the back of the powers and principalities of this dark age.


Trouble in the World
If I’m wrong about this, just chalk it up to my quirks.  Listen to the liturgy and hymns and the sacrament – the gospel is there.  But let me build an argument of the trouble in the World.
Doesn’t it seem like there are a great number of people who are on edge and distrustful of the powers that be?  Are there not a lot of people who have just checked out of the politics of the day with the conclusion that it is all rigged anyway?  Four years ago it was Bush-Hitler and Darth Cheney.  Just yesterday, from a respected Catholic writer – “They certainly have laid the groundwork for persecution and tyranny with the repeal of habeas corpus via royal fiat, the authorization of murder and indefinite detention on the word of the Dear Leader alone, and this latest move to trample religious liberty. It will take only the right combination of economic, social and political triggers to turn our de jure tyrannical police state into a de facto one.”
Or let’s move it out of the political realm and look at something that Newsweek decided was such great advice everyone needed to hear it.  “Some bosses offer dating tips. Diane Sawyer counsels her colleagues on freezing their eggs…., Dr. Nicole Noyes, a favorite of East Coast media power women (and a periodic guest on their TV shows), helps her patients get closer to reproductive autonomy…And unlike embryo freezing, {the new technique} allows women to choose the child’s father when they’re ready to conceive.”  And the best part, the documentary about all of this is on the way, coming to and from your local PBS station.  So, children without the fun part.   Humans turned into means instead of ends.  The family – the original intention of God for Adam and Eve – is discarded for a whim.  And all passed off as the latest and greatest technology for the smart people and propagandized as good.

Trouble in the Text
St. Paul would write in Ephesians my starting point for understanding some of these things.  “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. (Eph 6:12 ESV)”   It might be easy to get riled up at Diane Sawyer or your political enemies.  But that stirring of hatred I think is actually part of the problem.  We do not wrestle against flesh and blood.  I’m going to give the benefit of the doubt – all of these flesh and blood people see themselves as having good motives…as believing they are acting for the good and the true.  It is Epiphany – we move from darkness to knowledge.  We come into the light.
[bookmark: _GoBack]And as long as we are angered and riled up at flesh and blood, we miss the truth, we forego the light.   We are limited creatures.  We live in a fallen world.  That fallen world includes spiritual forces.  And their entire and only purpose is to deceive you.  To rob you of your humanity and ultimately your life.  If Jesus willingly took on our flesh and blood, willingly became true man.  The enemy does the opposite.  They want to steal that human one – Jesus – away from you.  
Don’t trust God for children and inheritance – they say.  Freeze you eggs.  Ditch the family and have your own way, when you decide.  Don’t trust God to provide.  You need to fight for a better political system and beat that evil person over there.  And the evasions, and fear mongering and trolling for hate and anger ramp up.  Because if you are too angry fighting with flesh and blood – you miss the powers over this present darkness.
Ultimately we don’t want to look at those powers because there is a big one.  Everything in the world in in thrall to death.  That power can’t hide.  Our flesh perishes and we don’t have empirical proof of what happens.  Governments that worked for centuries fall apart.  Families breakup.  There is nothing in this present darkness that isn’t under the shadow of death.  Even if Diane Sawyer and Ted Williams think they can avoid it by freezing.
Gospel in the Text
And then one day the Captain of the other team comes here.  To an out of the way little place.  To Capernaum.  “I know who you are!.  What have you to do with us?”  This is our turf.  We’d rather be back in the nice heavenly places.  We’d much rather be working behind the scenes – but if the Captain is coming here to this dusty place, we better find out why.
Demon possession isn’t heard of all that often – regardless of the latest exorcist movie.  Like today, in the ancient world there was widespread interest in it.  But in all the ancient Papyri – other than Jesus – there are only three of four names associated with demons and exorcisms…and none of them actually record a narrative like today of what happened.  The Scholar E. F. Kirschner remarks – “The only exorcistic figure in the extant literature to whom a number of exorcism stories are ascribed and related in detail is the biblical figure of Jesus.”  R. T. France adds, “we are not entitled to assume that Mark’s readers, on being confronted at the outset with an exorcism, would respond, “but of course, that is what we expect from a special religious figure.”  They and we recognize here, as the synagogue congregation did, something remarkable – a new teaching with authority.  
“Shut up!  And get out of him!”…and the unclean spirit left him.
God has come to break the backs of the powers.


Gospel in the World
And he broke the back of that greatest power.  The  rulers,  the authorities,  the cosmic powers over this present darkness came down and threw everything they had at Jesus. The possessed. The Religious authorities – just doing what they thought best.  Roman power – just doing what it thought best to avoid a riot.  Whips and lash – to make a point.  Cross.  Grave.
It certainly looked like death won again.  Like He always does.  But God came to break the backs of the powers.  To put away death, forever.
Taking their worst.  Even the doubt in the garden and cry of dereliction.  The Father remained true.  The Hebrew word was Kesed – sometimes love, but better covenant faithfulness.  God promised that the head of that serpent would be crushed.  And He raised this Jesus and placed him above all these powers.
We have a friend in a high place.  Even more – through these waters we are part of His body.  Death has no hold anymore over that body.  In Christ we are part of the new creation.
Don’t let the powers snow you…they have no power. 
Just as one day in a small town of Capernaum…Christ has broken the back of the Powers.  One little word can fell them.  Amen.

