“Who is Jesus? And Why Should I Care?

Mark 1:21-28

For the past few weeks, I’ve been preaching on some of the basics of our Christian faith.  This morning I’m preaching on the basic question: Who is Jesus? And why should I care?  When I hear those questions, I’m reminded of the movie Bull Durham.  Annie is a hard-living groupie of minor-league baseball.  But she is also a deeply spiritual person who has devoted much of her time looking for God and meaning and purpose in her life.  “I tried all the major religions and most of the minor ones,” said Annie.  “I’ve worshiped Buddha, Allah, Brahma, Vishnu, Siva, trees, mushrooms and Isadora Duncan.  I know things.  For instance, there are 108 beads in a Catholic rosary, and there are 108 stitches in a baseball.  When I learned that, I gave Jesus a chance.  But it just didn’t work out between us.  The Lord laid out too much guilt on me.”

Is guilt the essence of Jesus’ ministry?  Is that who Jesus is?  “You’d better come to Jesus and renounce your evil ways.”  That’s what we hear from the ‘Hell, fire and brimstone crowd.’  And notice that the emphasis is on you getting yourself to Jesus and you getting yourself on the straight and narrow.  You see, I think Anne’s got a point.
I think most people recognize the problems in their lives – their jealousy, their anger, the contempt and lack of forgiveness in their lives.  Most of us see the broken relationships we’ve caused - the bridges we’ve burnt behind us and the mistakes we’ve made.  And most of us would love to get ourselves on ‘the straight and narrow.’  The problem is we don’t know how.  We try time after time, but again and again we fail.  We know what we need to do, but somehow we just can’t do it.  And that leaves us, in Anne’s words, “laid out with guilt.”
Is that who Jesus is?

I think that was the problem that the crowds had been experiencing in Capernaum.  The teaching of the scribes of the synagogue was mostly focused on the laws of God – the ‘thou shalts’ and ‘thou shalt nots.’  The ‘straight and narrow’ life, according to the scribes, had been strictly spelled out down through the centuries by various teachers.  No one dared to present a radically new interpretation of the law.  All interpretation was based upon previous interpretations.  And it was basically up to you to learn all of these teachings and follow all of these interpretations, in order to keep yourself on the straight and narrow.  And good luck avoiding the guilt of failure.
But into the synagogue walks Jesus with a whole new kind of teaching.  Interestingly enough, though, we don’t hear the content of his teaching in this passage.  In fact, there is really very little oral teaching in Mark’s Gospel.  But actually there is lots of teaching in Mark’s Gospel, just not with words.  More often and than not in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus teaches with his actions.
And into the synagogue comes a man whose life’s is held captive by an unclean spirit.  And it’s also interesting to note that the unclean spirit is the only one in the synagogue who recognizes Jesus.  He’s the only one who answers our question, “Who is Jesus.”

“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.”
But Jesus’ action packed method of teaching is not confined by the traditional interpretation of the law.  Jesus steps around the layer upon layer of tradition and seems to have his own authority to interpret the law.  He doesn’t lay guilt on the unclean man for being in the synagogue which for an unclean man is against the rules.  Instead, he answers the unclean spirit’s question with his actions and destroys the unclean spirit.
“What is this?” the crowds ask.  “A new teaching with authority!”  But what they should have been asking was: Who is this?  Who is Jesus?  And why should we care?
He is the Holy One of God who reveals to us a holiness lined with compassion.  Who is Jesus?  He is the Holy One who seeks to heal us from all that remains broken in our lives.  Who is Jesus?  He is the Holy One who comes to teach us a new way of responding to the challenges of life, but he doesn’t just give us instructions and wish us good luck.  Jesus is the one whose teaching has authority and divine power -power to destroy the unclean spirits that hold us hostage from all that God intends for us.
I am reminded of a story by P.C. Enniss that speaks of exorcisms and placing our trust in the action of Jesus.  Listen to his words:
“I was asked one time to perform an exorcism of a sort.  It was, I suppose, about midway in my ministry.  I was serving a historic old church in downtown Atlanta.  About ten days before Christmas, the secretary buzzed the intercom to say, ‘There is a young man here to see you.  He says he wants you to bless him…No, he is not a member of the church…Says he just wants you to bless him.’”  
“Well, I knew what that meant.  He wanted money.  They all do, especially at Christmas.  Any excuse to get a foot in the door.  But the emergency relief office was closed for the day, and so I said, ‘Sure, show him in.’ He was not what I had expected.  He was neatly dressed, clean-shaven, late twenties, I imagined.  There was an air of dignity about him, no glassy look in the eye, none of the usual signs of having ‘been on the street,’ as we say.”

“‘Sorry to take up your time,’ he said, ‘but I just want your blessing.’  He went on to explain in a rather articulate, if un-Presbyterian, way that he had this ‘devil on his back’ that he could not shake.  As much as he had tried, he could not get rid of it, and he thought that if he could just find a minister who would ‘bless him,’ the devil would go away.”
“He did not seem depressed or overly desperate, in fact, he appeared in pretty good spirits, very much in control, I thought.  So I made some feeble attempt to explain that Presbyterians were not usually in the practice of casting out devils or conferring blessings on people.  In a bumbling kind of way, I tried to explain that we really have not been given that kind of power to heal, though somehow none of that seemed appropriate at the moment.  He had not come for a lesson in ecclesiology.
“‘All I want,’ he repeated, ‘is your blessing.’”

“Well, it was Christmas.  So I said, ‘then tell me your name.’”

“‘Andy,’ he said and with that Andy knelt down on the carpet while I had a prayer, which was not so much a blessing, at least not in the traditional sense, but a rather traditional Presbyterian prayer of thanksgiving for God’s presence in Andy’s life; an acknowledgement of the way God had already blessed him; then affirmation of God’s continuing concern and purpose for him; and the request that God would take away the ‘devil’ that was preventing Andy from being the kind of person God intended him to be.  With the ‘Amen,’ Andy stood, smiled, shook my hand and said, ‘thanks.’  Then he left.  Not a word about money or a meal or a place to stay.  ‘All I want is your blessing,’ he said.”

I think most people recognize the problems in their lives – their jealousy, their anger, the contempt and lack of forgiveness in their lives.  Most of us see the broken relationships we’ve caused - the bridges we’ve burnt behind us and the mistakes we’ve made.  And most of us would love to get ourselves on ‘the straight and narrow.’

The basic lesson of scripture is that Jesus wants nothing more than for us to be freed of all that robs us of life, and meaning, and love.  The Holy One of God wants to bless us with holiness.  Sure there are times when God has to discipline us, by allowing us to face the consequences of our actions.  But it is discipline rooted in love.  And God forgives with the intention of washing away our guilt.  Why we hang on to it?  I don’t know.  That’s not God’s intention.

Basically it’s as simple as this:  “Jesus love me.  This I know.  For the Bible tells me so.  Little Ones to him belong.  They are weak.  But he is strong.”  Sing it with me.  “Yes, Jesus loves me.  Yes, Jesus loves me.  Yes, Jesus loves me.  The Bible tells me so.”

Little Ones, you belong to Jesus, and, where you are weak, Jesus is strong.  Jesus wants to be the authority in your life, the Lord of your life.  And friends, that is good news, because Jesus loves you and wants the best for you.  So open your heart to the blessing of Jesus.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.
Let us pray:

Thanks be to you, Our Lord Jesus Christ!  You are our healer, our teacher, and our saving Messiah, and we place our trust in you alone.  We thank you for all the ways you have blessed us with your presence in our lives.  And we pray that we might be a blessing to others, by sharing this good news.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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