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When I think of teachers, I don't think of people who are particularly powerful, at least not by 
the world's standards. They don't get paid much, and they are overworked. No, when I think of 
teachers, I think of Mrs. Eure, my second-grade teacher, who I had a secret crush on. She was 
pretty and kind and I knew she loved us. Or, I think of Mrs. Woody, my fourth-grade teacher, 
who used to read to us for a half-hour at the end of each day, from some jungle boy kind of 
series that I don't remember the name of. We'd put our heads down on our desks and listen as 
rays of the afternoon sun filtered through on the edges of the shades pulled down over the 
windows, and it was a holy time. When I think of teachers I think of Mr. Doster, who was the 
high school band director. I wasn't in the band, but he was also the musical director for all the 
high school musicals that I was in. He expected great things of us and pushed us hard, but he 
also got the most joy of anybody when we did it right, and showed it with his laughter, and 
made a point of telling us. Or, I think of Kalyan Dey my Seminary New Testament professor, 
whose eruptive joy and embracing of life was fully as much as what got taught to us as the 
scholarly content. 
 
I could go on. There are others...in high school, in college, in Seminary, in Sunday School. But, 
what's astounding is the authority that they had and continue to have in my life. This story in 
Mark starts there. Jesus entered the synagogue and taught, and the people were astounded at the 
authority that his teaching had for them. He stole their hearts. He took them immediately to an 
inner place that felt like home. There was something about what and how he taught that was 
different from what and how the scribes taught. And we know, of course, that the content of 
what he taught and the way he taught were of one piece, because that's the way it always is with 
great teachers, with teachers who are truly called to be teachers. 
 
See, power is different from authority, isn't it? The scribes had the power of position. All the 
teachers we had in school had the power of position. They got to call the shots in the classroom. 
But the truly great ones had and continue to have authority. Power is externally conferred, and 
externally backed up. Authority comes from within. It comes from a person's essence, or 
perhaps it comes from God, and thus it always seems to be tied up with a call. So, the people in 
the synagogue were astounded at the authority that Jesus' teaching almost instantly had for 
them.  
 
That's the thing. It is astounding when love shows up. I mean we have plenty of our own 
modern day scribes. Just go to any Barnes and Noble, or Borders and you can find row upon 
row of their works. They are in secular sections under headings like: psychology, or self-help, 
or sexuality, and they are also in religious sections under headings like: spirituality, or Christian 
inspiration. And many of these scribes you'll see on T.V., some with their own shows, and 
others doing the talk-show circuits with each new book they write. But, they don't have real 
authority in our lives, in our hearts, do they? And we can read and read and read and spout 
forth all the things they've written, and perhaps all the latest things we're trying to live our lives 
by, but when love shows up in our lives, we know it. It's different, isn't it? 
 
And here's the thing, according to this story in Mark. Depending on where we are on our 
journey with Love, with God... depending on all kinds of things that have or have not happened 
in our lives, depending on how covered over and mangled up the image of God in us has 
become, we may not be receptive to Love. There are those in whom the image of God has 
gotten so covered over and so mangled up that it is unrecognizable to them and to us. 
And so, evil is real. And this story seems to say that when Jesus' kind of love, a love that 
nevertheless can still see and relate to God's image underneath it all, when that kind of love 
comes in contact with those in whom God's image is so deeply buried, the change called for is 



so radical that there will be massive resistance. So, it's true, evil is real and we have seen it. But 
this story says it, too can be cast out. 
 
But, here's the other part of this story. Mark says that spirits that resist the love and freedom 
offered by Jesus can show up even in places like synagogues! He would seem to say that 
something good and beautiful, something liberating and life-giving can somehow turn into 
something ugly and hurtful. That's the story in this synagogue. And it too often down through 
history has been the story of religion in general, or maybe even of religion in our own lives. 
And we know that is true as well. And as Mark Stockdale, one of our early Northern Ireland 
teens said in talking about that long religious conflict in his country, “there's enough shame to 
go around.” C.S. Lewis used to say that demons are not made from fleas but from angels’ 
meaning the higher they are, the lower they fall. And that is certainly a key insight at the heart 
of the passion story of Jesus, isn't it? That it was Roman law, the highest achievement of 
secular morals of its day, and Jewish law, the highest achievement of religious morals of its 
day, that crucified Christ. 
 
So, Mark would seem to be saying that we all need to continue to watch in ourselves for 
resistance to Jesus' love. Even though we're here, even though we may have come a long, long 
ways with Jesus. Now maybe that feels overwhelming, because you just don't know what else 
you can do. You know, “what more do you want me to do, Jesus?” “And what happens if I 
screw up?” I mean it's astounding when Jesus' love shows up in our lives, too, not only because 
we instantly recognize his authority as our heart's true home, but also because his love is so big 
and so can seem impossibly demanding! 
 
But listen to this story. Jesus encounters this resistant spirit and powerfully enacts that same 
authority that the people had already felt in their hearts. He enacts the authority of love and 
freedom. And suddenly, it's not about what more he demands from us, it's about the new space 
he creates in us and for us. It's about a new space where we can begin to live even more free for 
life and love, for each other. It's a space called church. Isn't that what Paul was working toward 
in that lesson John read from I Corinthians 8? The issue he addresses there begins to sound 
pretty convoluted to our minds...all about eating meat that has been sacrificed to idols. 
But, the underlying issue is simple. Some folks in the church had some scruples about certain 
practices and others felt freed by Christ not to have to worry about all that. And Paul insists that 
those who felt freed by Christ should defer to those who had the scruples. So, at root he was 
telling people not to act on the basis of their liberty, but rather on the basis of love and 
consideration of others' well-being. 
 
You know, out in our society we might be quick to claim our liberty and our rights, but in this 
new space created by Christ, a different spirit is at work. Here we defer to one another. Here, 
the spirit of Christian freedom, which is the freedom to love, the freedom of grace operates and 
all those other spirits can be cast out by Jesus, just as he did that day in the synagogue. Friends, 
no matter where we are on this journey, or how very far we may have come, Jesus has even 
more to give us! He has more death to set us free from, and more life to set us free for. And 
what more do you want me to do, Jesus? Well, it's mainly about what Jesus is doing in you, all 
you have to do is to keep doing what you're doing right here. You just stay on the journey with 
Jesus.  
 
Friends, when Jesus looks at you and how far you've come on this journey of life set free in 
him, he laughs with joy. And, when he thinks of how much more freedom to love he has even 
yet for you, that joyous laughter can't be contained. So, you just stay on the journey with him. 
You keep coming to this new space created by him for us. See, if we as the church are Christ's 
body, then doesn't this story today give us an exciting vision of what it's supposed to mean to 
belong here? 
 



Lance Stone has said, “The church is the place where powers and spirits that are at work in the 
world and that diminish life are named and challenged and resisted. And we all know those 
forces. We are all too familiar with them. There is the spirit of mammon and consumption that 
creates poverty and disproportionate wealth and ravages the planet. There is the spirit of 
survival of the strongest by which the weak are excluded and crushed. There is the spirit of 
violence and fanaticism; and we could go on and on. There's the spirit of “rights” and personal 
“liberty” which Paul seeks to cast out in the name of Christ in the Corinthian church. And in 
the face of these spirits of the 21

st
 century, despite all our staggering technology and know-

how, we are every bit as powerless as that poor man in that synagogue all those years ago.” 
 
But, Christ has given us his body, this space where all those spirits can be exposed and resisted 
in the name of love. The world needs such a space, and we need it, too. And so, we stay on the 
journey called church. We come as we do again today, to this table to take his life into us and 
be made like him, truly free. You know, there's an old Native American story about a chief 
instructing some braves about the struggle within. “It's like two dogs fighting inside us,” the 
chief told them. “There is one good dog who wants to do the right and the other dog wants to 
do the wrong. Sometimes the good dog seems stronger and is winning the fight. But sometimes 
the bad dog is stronger and wrong is winning the fight.” 
 
“Who is going to win in the end?” a young brave asks. “The one you feed,” the chief answered. 
Like all the great teachers who somehow still have authority in your life, Christ, looking deep 
and relating to the image of God buried in each of us, feeds the good dog. Come, take, eat. This 
is his body given for you. Come; feed the good dog, again.  
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


