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Last week, we saw how Jesus called to discipleship Simon and Andrew, James 

and John, and how they all followed him immediately.  One question that may have been 

hanging in the air since then is, where did they go next?  Today, we get an answer.  

They went to Capernaum, a small village on the north coast of the lake we call the 

Sea of Galilee.  This is important because in a short time, Capernaum would become the 

center of Jesus’ ministry.  And as soon as the sabbath came, in his first act of ministry, 

Jesus entered the synagogue and taught. 

That seems rather straightforward, but Mark’s audience knew that every adult 

male had the right to get up and speak in the synagogue, and they also knew that for 

visitors, it was by invitation only.  And in Jesus’ time, teaching had become the function 

of rabbis and scribes.  So for Jesus to enter the synagogue and begin teaching is not that 

straightforward after all. 

This is one of the many reasons why I like Jesus: he didn’t wait for an invitation; 

he just stood up and started teaching, ‘as one having authority.’  He never asks, “May 

I…?” or says, “Perhaps you might consider this…”  He doesn’t wait to begin teaching; he 

just does it.  And what was being taught was the Torah, the Five Books of Moses. 

For Mark, God’s authority comes through the word of Jesus, who shared it 

willingly, and those who heard it were astounded. 

In today’s reading, Mark has inserted an exorcism into the framework of Jesus’ 

teaching.  After the exorcism, the response in the synagogue is, ‘what’s this? – a new 

teaching!’  So, there’s something in the exorcism that’s meaningful for Mark’s audience. 

Mark tells us that in the synagogue was ‘a man in an unclean spirit,’ meaning the 

man was engulfed in the power of evil, which, to Mark’s audience would mean the 

consequence for anyone who lives apart from God. 
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In any case, the man still found the strength and will to cross the threshold and go 

into the synagogue.  The possessed man does not approach Jesus nor does he ask for help. 

But the unclean spirit cried out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of 

Nazareth?”  More accurately, he said, “What do we have in common?”  It’s almost a 

question of jurisdiction, as if the unclean spirit was asking, “What are you doing on our 

side of the street, Jesus of Nazareth? 

And by using the plural us, Mark might be leaving a clue that in this man resides 

all the evil in the world, because that’s how evil is; there is no such thing as being just a 

little evil – if you carry any, you carry it all. 

Also notice how the unclean spirits know full well who Jesus of Nazareth is, and 

they are afraid of him.  The other men in the synagogue see only a country bumpkin from 

the middle of nowhere who just happens to know quite a bit about God and the Law.  Do 

they not perceive Jesus’ real identity? 

It’s like Clark Kent in the old Superman TV show – all Clark had to do was 

remove his glasses and no one recognized him anymore – they saw only Superman.  Even 

Lois Lane was fooled.  But Jesus doesn’t wear glasses.  If the unclean spirit knew Jesus, 

how do the men in the synagogue not know him? 

Anyway, Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit – it, Mark says, in Greek.  With quite a 

bit of drama, the unclean spirit left the man and that’s that.  In this one event – in Jesus’ 

first time at bat, you might say – Jesus encountered the whole demonic world and won.  

Here, Mark is saying, is Jesus’ authority in action. 

Our friend, the Rev. Joy Fallon at King’s Chapel in Boston, recently said that 

“People who suffer from schizophrenia often report hearing voices in their head, which 

sometimes direct them to harm themselves or others.”  That’s not very pleasant.  Some 

doctors today speculate that the man who shouted at Jesus may have been schizophrenic. 

Mark’s audience recognized that something was going on with the man but could 

only explain it by calling it evil.  Yet, he seemed harmless and was still welcome among 

them.  It’s almost as if the man had a cartoon angel perched on one shoulder and a little 

devil perched on the other, whispering opposing advice.   
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Jesus didn’t ignore the man.  He didn’t tell him that the voices were imaginary, 

nor did he tell him to just get a grip. Instead, Jesus acknowledged the reality of the 

situation, and demanded the unclean spirits leave the man. 

We’ve all experienced competing inner voices, usually when we’re trying to make 

a tough decision.  We say we’re being torn.  Jesus himself dealt with hard choices in his 

time in the wilderness; for him, it was the devil’s temptations whispering to him. 

In another sense, Christianity itself diverges in sometimes radical ways in its 

many different traditions describing God and Christian values.  Some Christians will 

never cross the threshold of a faith tradition that is not their own.  And yet, we say, all are 

welcome. 

As individuals, we might ask what inner voices need to be rebuked in us?  For the 

man in the synagogue, the unclean spirits did not want to give him up and he had no 

power to help himself.  Jesus came to him to help, and the man didn’t refuse. 

For Jesus and his ministry, we might call this a model day – it included teaching, 

salvation and redemption, and healing.  What a great way to start out.  The focus on this 

sabbath day is Jesus’ authority, which is less about power and more about seeing justice 

served.  He laid the groundwork for his ministry in that. 

His invitation to the kingdom is radical and dramatic and overwhelming.  Jesus 

saw a sick man in need of help.  There was no medicine of any kind available, nor did 

Jesus perform magic.  Whatever Jesus did do, it was a miracle, for both the afflicted man 

and for those who witnessed it.  It came in the form of his teaching and in his speaking.  

Things happen when Jesus speaks, and it can be astonishing and transformative. 

Did the people in the synagogue ever truly know who it was among them that 

day?  As Moses said, the Lord will raise up a prophet from among the people, and here he 

is now in Jesus, and he expects more from us than just amazement. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 


