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Sermon      Sunday 1 February 2015 
 
Lessons     Deuteronomy 18: 15 – 20 1 Corinthians      St Mark 1: 21 - 28
  
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Holy God, in and through all things, may we be present to Your Presence, alert 
to Your Spirit’s touch and leading.   Amen. 
 
 

 
Some passages in the Bible are more difficult to handle than 

others.   Today we hear the story of Jesus teaching in the 

synagogue at Capernaum, the village of Nahum.   Those gathered 

were astonished that He taught with authority.   However, one 

man, described as ‘a man with an unclean spirit’, shouted at Jesus.   

He said, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?   Have 

you come to destroy us?   I know who you are, the Holy One of 

God.’    

 

The synagogue at Capernaum is not a large building, certainly no 

larger than the transept.   Everyone will have looked at Jesus to see 

what he was going to do.   Jesus rebuked the man.   He said, ‘Be 

silent, and come out of him!’   The unclean spirit threw the man 

into convulsions, cried with a loud voice and left him.   The people 

were amazed at the presence and authority of Jesus.   What are we 

to make of unclean spirits, outbursts and convulsions?   This story 
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comes at the very beginning of the Gospel of Mark, the first Gospel 

written:  what is the writer telling us?   In a secular and scientific 

age, in a culture increasingly ignorant of Scripture, it is quite easy 

to dismiss this story as pre-Enlightenment, superstitious, primitive 

nonsense.   What does the story mean? 

 

The Bible is not literal history, a blow-by-blow account of events 

that may have taken place; it is spiritual history.   It concerns the 

inner life, the life of the consciousness, the life of the soul.   By 

comparison to the ancients, we are thousands of years ahead in our 

understanding of science, medicine and technology but their 

understanding of the inner life – of what goes inside the human 

mind - is far more profound than almost anything written in our 

time and culture.   Stories in the Bible are not like a manual for a 

washing machine, in which the words and instructions have only 

one meaning.   Scripture is carefully crafted that it can have 

multiple meanings; these can be complementary. 

 

In the story set in the synagogue, the man who shouted at Jesus 

was ‘a man with an unclean spirit’.   It may be that he was a man 

who had what we would call a mental health problem.   I don’t 

think that is the case here, but even if it is your preferred 
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interpretation, the crux of the story is that Jesus brought him 

healing and peace; to his distressed mind, Jesus brought calm.   

This story is not about the miraculous, magical healing of someone 

who needed dedicated psychiatric help.   By contrast, it is about the 

healing, peace and calm which spiritual meditation and prayer can 

achieve. 

 

From time to time, I’ve taken part in debates with Humanists and 

members of the Secular Societies.   With great gusto and lots of 

outbursts, they explain why religion is wrong or why there is no 

God.   How well do they understand the Bible, how much theology 

have they read and what is their personal experience of prayer, 

meditation and contemplation?   Would any of us listen to a talk on 

open heart surgery by someone who could not pass a basic First 

Aid course?    

 

The spiritual writer, Henri Nouwen, offers the wisdom of the 

ancients to help move us from life’s illusions to the healing, peace 

and calm only God can give.   He said, ‘Solitude and silence are the 

heart of contemplative prayer.’   He found it difficult to pray alone, 

so he recommended sitting with a friend or in community:  read 

together, and be silent together.   Nouwen said, ‘Imagine yourself 
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in the scene.   Let Jesus come into focus.   When you are distracted, 

just return to the image or the word you’ve focused on.’   He said: 

 
 For instance, take a very short sentence like ‘The Lord is  
 my shepherd.’   For ten minutes of meditation, do nothing  
 but say, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, the Lord is my shepherd,  
 the Lord is my shepherd.’   Slowly the truth becomes flesh in  
 us.   Repeating the phrase several times quiets us down and  
 allows our mind to descend into our heart.   The words  
 quietly spoken become a hedge around a garden in which  
 God’s shepherding can sensed.   There we are with the Lord  
 who becomes our loving shepherd who leads us to silent  
 pastures where it is safe to dwell. 
 
If we dare practise this dangerous spirituality, we risk discovering 

God the presence of God already within us.   The ancient story of 

the man with an unclean spirit, a man who discovered healing, 

peace and calm, becomes true for us.    

 

Perhaps another and complementary interpretation of this passage 

in Mark’s Gospel is when we explore the context of the Gospel.   

The Book of Mark was written in 70AD, the very year that the 

Roman Empire razed the city of Jerusalem to the ground.   The 

temple, the centre of Judaism, was destroyed.   The emperor Titus 

entered the most sacred room in the temple, the Holy of Holies; he 

looted the temple treasury, set fire to the building and watched it 

burn.   We cannot over-estimate the magnitude of this cataclysmic 

event.    
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Elsewhere in Mark’s Gospel, those with unclean spirits, those who 

are demon-possessed, in other words, those who have lost their 

minds, are people whose lives have been destroyed by the brutality 

of Rome.   Rome brought peace to the world by wiping out all 

opposition.   If your sons had been tortured and crucified by 

Roman soldiers, perhaps you too would lose your mind.   To this 

man, Jesus brought healing, peace and calm.   Jesus did not undo 

what happened to him, but He did bring the man to a sacred place.    

 

In 2008, a 14 year old boy, David Idowu was killed by Elijah 

Dayoni, a 16 year old man, in a park opposite his home in South 

London.   When David’s parents arrived at the hospital, David’s 

father was so shocked and traumatised by the news that he 

collapsed on to the floor, crying uncontrollably, inconsolable.   For 

a moment, he was out of his mind, not himself.   Another of his 

sons, James, told his father, ‘You’ve forgotten what you always say:  

you say that we should pray.’   There was no miraculous fix to this 

life-shattering event for the family but, in time, through prayer, in 

God, they found inner peace with everything that had happened.    
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David had no involvement with gangs or crime.   In time, David’s 

parents met with the young man, Elijah, who had killed their son.   

Elijah had cried for hours before the visit.   David’s mother cried 

when they met…..not for David, but for Elijah.   She said to him, 

‘What have you done with your life?’   She told him, ‘I forgive you.’   

From that place of prayer deep within her, she had found release, 

release from bitterness, from self-destruction, from hatred and all 

that might have consumed her.   She found the strength to forgive, 

and release herself.   The story of the man with an unclean spirit no 

longer looks so strange when we hear of the healing, peace and 

calm which the Idowu family found in prayer. 

 

The man, the unclean spirit, said to Jesus, ‘Have you come to 

destroy us?’   Set against the intolerance and violence of Rome, 

Jesus chose a different way of living.   He spoke of over-coming the 

demons, the darkness, within us and living in a way that is honest, 

holistic and life-affirming.   We all have to face the beast within 

and the ego; Jesus calls us to our better selves, from shallowness to 

deeper fulfillment.   Intolerance and violence are present within 

our world because they are present within us.   The Bible is about 

the inner life.   We find intolerance and violence in religious 

fundamentalism, but we hear intolerance also in the caustic speech 
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of the atheist, Richard Dawkins, and we see violence in the atheist 

state of North Korea.    

 

Jesus points us to our better selves, to a way of living in which we 

can touch and taste the Transcendent, the Holy in the midst of life.   

None of us can or should make claims to absolute knowledge:  that 

is an unclean spirit.   We are born from God and die into God, and 

we will find our highest satisfaction in seeking the Sacred within 

us, and in others.   There is a unity and beauty which is beyond all 

distinctions, beyond all that separates us:  young, old, black, white, 

gay, straight, Serb, Croat, Muslim, Jew, Catholic, Protestant, 

Hindu and Buddhist.   This is the heaven to which Jesus points. 

 

Let me close with this.   Christian de Chergé was a Trappist monk, 

an abbot, at a monastery in Algeria.   He was murdered  in 1996 

during the Algerian Civil War.   He loved to tell the story of a 

conversation he shared with his close Muslim friend, Mohammed.   

They regularly prayed together, though both of them faced a good 

deal of hostility from their respective communities.   They were 

told that they did not pray to the same God.   To avoid trouble, they 

did not call their sessions together ‘prayer’.   Instead, they spoke of 

‘digging a well together’.   On one occasion, Christian asked 
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Mohammed, ‘When we get to the bottom of our well, what will we 

find?   Muslim water or Christian water?’   With a smile, 

Mohammed said, ‘Come on, now, we’ve spent all this time walking 

together and you’re still asking me this question.   You know that at 

the bottom of the well, what we’ll find is God’s water.’    

 

Today, in baptism, Flora has been baptised with God’s water.   In a 

service of Christian baptism, with parents who are Roman Catholic 

and Church of Scotland, and a Godparent who is Muslim, there are 

no unclean spirits here. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


