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They went to Capernaum...Jesus entered the synagogue and taught.  Last week, we heard 
Mark’s Gospel about Jesus’ first preaching.  Today, his first teaching.  Capernaum was one of 
the economic centers of Galilee.  It is interesting that Jesus was able to teach in a synagogue 
there.  He would likely not have been invited to teach in the south, the Jerusalem area, where 
Galileans tended to be dismissed as liberal and therefore dangerous.  
 
The people were astounded at his teaching. 
 
They, like you, had heard it all before – the words of scripture read in worship.  But Jesus 
‘taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.’  The scribes were the legal 
experts, they were focused on the books, and writing. They composed official documents, and 
interpreted Scripture to the public.  
 
 Jesus spoke the Torah with vitality, authenticity, as if he himself lived the story.   Jesus spoke 
with authority – the divine authority of God. And through Jesus, the people heard the living word 
of God.  Jesus offers the possibility of transformation, not just information as the scribes would 
do.  To be living word. 
 
This is an intimidating text for most preachers. Proclaiming in a loud voice, or with certainty 
about the scripture, does not invite the engagement, the curiosity that can make the scripture 
come alive.   
 
Curiosity encourages people to ask, what is this...this passage we have just read? What have I not 
noticed before? What does God want me to do, or in what ways am I being invited to be changed 
by these words?  
 
We are told nothing of what Jesus actually said. At least not at the beginning of this story. 
Doesn’t that make you curious?  What got their attention in the first place?  What passage was 
Jesus reading?  And isn’t that the point?  It doesn’t matter what passage, because he taught with 
authority. And they listened. 
 
What follows is a demonstration of Jesus speaking with authority – word that is effective and 
powerful. Word that is action.  
 
Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit...  Unclean meant 
opposition to what is holy, contrary to the sacred. We would probably say, someone who was 
deeply disturbed. 
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The man’s presence was unexpected, there inside the synagogue.  Certainly those gathered for 
worship were unaware of him.  By yelling out he breaks the rules of sanctity of the space.  We 
imagine angry faces turned towards the man, shhhh, perhaps a hand to restrain him or ushers 
mobilizing to escort the man out.  Should we call 911?  Is he armed? We likely react with 
annoyance at least, and likely fear.   
 
What does Jesus do?  He refuses to ignore the man, or his negativity, or his nonsense..   He 
listens, and then he responds with compassion, not anger. The congregation is strangely silent. 
By Jesus’ very words, his command, a child of God is delivered from his bondage to whatever 
sickness lives within him.  
 
The man cried out.  I think, how difficult it is to learn who in the congregation is suffering, who 
needs our compassion and the solidarity of the community in prayer.  Serious illness is often not 
grossly obvious, rather it is subtle or intentionally hidden.  The suffering have a need to cry out, 
to find their voice so healing may begin. 
 
I think of the protest movements – for example, Black Lives Matter.  What is that protest about, 
if not, hear my voice, hear my pain?  And until we do hear, truly hear, we cannot begin the work 
of love and reconciliation. 
 
The man cried out.  I think of those who suffer from alzheimer’s or other dementia, and the 
elderly as they begin to lose their social ‘filters’.  People who say things – in today’s pandemic 
world they text or send e-mail-- that are wholly inappropriate.  Maybe they send rants about 
their political views, or photos or articles that are sexist, misogynist, or otherwise grossly 
inappropriate.   I am reminded of the child who knelt by his mom at the rail to receive the 
eucharist, and announced in a loud voice, ‘I have to go potty. Now’.  Ah.  Something is wrong. 
How shall we respond? 
 
The man cried out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?’  Isn’t that a perpetual 
question of our lives?  What have you to do with us, Jesus?  Well, take a moment and ask 
yourself that question.  Perhaps your answer is – you meet in Sunday worship, or intercessor.  
For me, the answer is everything.  
 
Have you come to destroy us? Our worst impulse is to believe, somehow, that God will destroy 
us. Death, the great destroyer. And, isn’t that the thought behind mistaken beliefs that illness, 
catastrophic loss, come from God?  Or, ‘If I just had more faith’, or ‘God won’t give me more 
than I can handle’. 
 
Have you come to destroy us?  Jesus doesn’t do that. Jesus does not bring the evil, the unclean, 
the unholy, and Jesus does not even destroy the evil spirits.  He commands them to go away, to 
depart, to be silent. And he offers us eternal life.  
 
We are fighting an unclean spirit in COVID, the unclean is outside us. On the other hand, the 
unclean, the illnesses of racism and prejudice, live within us.  Unclean, contrary to Holy, is a 
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both /and.  The unclean within and without.   
 
I know who you are, the Holy One of God. Who was Jesus of Nazareth? To us, in hindsight, 
Jesus is Lord.  To the people assembled, he was the carpenter’s son, a teacher gathering a 
following among the common people, calling the fishermen of Galilee as his disciples.    
 
Jesus, the Holy One of God, rebukes the unclean spirit. With Jesus’ words, Be silent, and come 
out of him!  the unclean spirit came out of him.   
 
Convulsing him and crying with a loud voice.  Convulsing, like surrendering, giving it up, 
squeezing the evil out like water out of a wet cloth, and letting it dry up, become silent in you, to 
be heard no more. 
 
I recently offered a blessing for a man who was dying.  As his family gathered around, I thought 
of these words, convulsing and crying with a loud voice.  For that is how we grieve – even in 
our posture, as our shoulders slump, our head bows, our arms tense as if gathering the pain 
within ourselves, holding it, waiting to release it. 
 
We cry out to let God and others know we are hurting. Our hurt does not need to be named – 
compassion begins with knowing there is hurt, not the nature of the disease.  
 
What is this new teaching – with authority?  Not the authority granted to power or wealth, or 
granted out of fear, but the authority that comes from the divine.  The authority that helps us 
find our voice to cry out about the hurt, and to let it be known and then to let the hurt become 
transformed by love and reconciliation. 
 
They were all amazed.  Beautiful words. When Jesus comes, that Jesus comes, is astounding, 
amazing, and earthshattering.  Transforming.   
 
May it always be so. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
The Rev. Diane Ramerman 
Jan 31, 2021 


