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On Being Realistic

	If I were to ask you to name some of the many images of Jesus to be found in the Gospels,  which ones  come to your mind?  The Good Shepherd,  the Lamb of God,  the Crucified,  the Teacher,  the friend of sinners,  the healer,  the baby in the manger?  We could go on and on.  But one image of Jesus  we probably  wouldn’t think of  is the one we just heard:  Jesus  as exorcist.

	According to the Gospel of Mark, that’s the very first thing Jesus does in his ministry.  He is confronted by a person with an unclean spirit.  And he rebukes it, ordering it  to “Come out!”  In other words, when Mark thought about  his images of Jesus, he began  by saying, “I think of Jesus  as  an exorcist.  That’s the first thing I remember.”

	Now why would Mark do that?  What does that suggest?  Mark is reminding  us, his readers,  that there are powers  out there  that we  cannot control.  Things  that are stronger than we are.  Things that  might even  take over our lives.

	Now,  I  don’t want to hear that.  That is not the kind of world  I want to live in.  Not the kind of world  I  want  to exist.

* * * *

	Which image of Jesus  do you prefer?  A lot of us  prefer Jesus  as the Teacher.  Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount.  Matthew boils down Jesus’ teachings into three chapters.  But some  have also  condensed his teachings  down  to  the Golden Rule:  “Do unto others  as you would have them do unto you.”  Or,  to the Great Commandment:  “Love God with  everything that’s in you,  and love your neighbor  as you do yourself.”  That’s what he taught.  He said  you could summarize it all  just like that.  So now,  all we have to do  is follow it.

	And that  is the kind of world  we would like to think  we live in.  A world in which  people say, “Tell me what is right,  and I will do it.  Tell me what’s wrong,  and I’ll refrain.”  A world in which  we have control,  and we try to do what is good.  And all  we need  is a teacher  to show us the way.

	And right off the bat,  Mark says,  It’s not  that kind of world.  Not  when Jesus  walks onto the stage  and the first thing he does  is  exorcise  a demon.

	Well, what’s that about?  What that says  is  that you and I  are not in charge,  that this is the kind of world in which  each of us  comes up against things  we  cannot control – problems we can’t solve, or burdens we can’t bear,  evils that don’t go away,  sorrows we can’t put behind us, diseases we can’t heal,  dying  that we can’t escape.
	Maybe not yet, maybe not now,  but some day – some day  things are going to be bigger  than you are.  We may be fortunate  and escape this for a while. But some of us  know – if you’ve been in a Twelve Step program, you know – there are  so many forms of captivity:  to alcohol and drugs and gambling,  and cycles of abuse,  mental illness,  to lust, and guilt, and over-eating,  and  over-work.  Many of us  wrestle  with addictions.  Some of us know  you can’t escape them  by yourself.

	Because things  blind-side you.  They rise up  and knock you down,  or possess you, or wound  or cripple you,  or just as bad, and maybe worse,  they can do those things  to someone you love.  And you  can’t  do anything about it.

	Mark wants us to be realistic.  He says  that demons  said to Jesus,  “This is our territory.  What do you think  you are doing here?”

* * * *

	It wasn’t that long ago  that people in North America and Europe were looking around  and saying,  History  is on an upward spiral.  The walls have come down.  Democracy is breaking out all over.  The communications revolution is increasing global understanding.  Technologies are solving problems,  and creating prosperity.  The human spirit is evolving.  Every day and in every way,  everything  is getting better and better.  The idea that progress  is inevitable  has persistently attracted  us children of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.

	Leonardo Da Vinci  was not only an inventor and an artist,  he was also  a visionary.  Five hundred years ago,  he foresaw a time when people would fly  in machines.  He imagined that these machines would be used  to bring snow from high mountains in the summertime  to sprinkle on cities  to cool them down.  And sure enough, as Leonardo predicted,  the airplane was invented.  But rather than sprinkling snow,  the first chance we got,  we used them to sprinkle bombs  on cities.  And then we invented missiles  and drones  to sprinkle death and destruction  by remote control.

	The eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica was published in 1910.  Under the category, “torture” – somebody looked this up – the encyclopedia said,  “This subject is now only of historical interest.”  Oh, really?

	Nearly  fifty years ago,  Harvard Divinity professor  Harvey Cox  celebrated the new human freedom and creative potential  he saw bursting forth  in The Secular City.  We look back on that optimistic little book  with puzzlement and poignancy,  given the endemic concentrated poverty in cities today.   

	“New Age” spiritualities  sincerely affirm and attest  that  “You  can create  your own reality,  your own destiny.”  But those  who can neither  overcome nor  overlook  the shadow-side of life  get little help  from New Age  naiveté.

	Consider the tragic departure  of Joe Paterno.  For forty-six years,  he was the model  for doing university athletics  right.  Teacher, mentor, humanitarian,  he graduated his players,  and  he won.  In a field with  so much sleaze – in recruiting, paying players under the table, phony courses and grades – Joe Paterno  was outstandingly  decent and honorable.  He was the best,  And then suddenly,  because he didn’t know what to do – was baffled  when the abuse was reported to him – last fall, he was fired.  The soul of his university, disgraced.  The autopsy says  he succumbed to lung cancer.  That’s because  medical science  doesn’t know  how to say  somebody died  of a broken heart. 

	We would like to believe  the human story is progressive,  that we, inexorably,  are on the path  of advancement  and enlightenment: getting better, more civilized, more humane, more fully evolved.  But the contradictions – the tragedies,  the grief, the loss – all of it  dogs our progress. 

	The power  of “the valley of the shadow of death”  should not be underestimated.  It strikes  indiscriminately,  without warning.  Be  realistic  about that.  It’s a rough world out there.  That’s what Mark  is suggesting.

* * * *

	But he is also saying  that Jesus the Christ  was in touch with a power  that was stronger.  And somehow,  in ways  that are as mysterious to us  as the shadow-side  itself,  in the light  of  his  presence,  evil  was cast out.  This is the Good News  that Mark  wants us to hear:  Something  more powerful than evil  has entered the world,  and it has never  left the world.  And you can be in touch with it, and use it  to do battle  in “the valley of the shadow.”

	That’s the way the Bible talks.  The Bible  knows  about having to do battle against evil powers.  Biblical student  Martin Luther  knew that struggle.  And he wrote,

			Did we in our own strength confide,
			Our striving would be losing;
			Were not the right Man on our side,
			The Man of God’s own choosing.

			Dost ask who that may be?
			Christ Jesus, it is He.
			Lord Sabaoth His name, from age to age the same,
			And He must win the battle.

We find ourselves  having to resist  evil  both in history  and also  in our personal lives.  And that is what  today’s Epistle lesson is saying:  Even though we pray, “Deliver us from evil,”  we are not always  going to be delivered.  Sometimes,  we have to face it  head-on.  The letter to the Ephesians  is as realistic as Mark is,  saying  that “our struggle  is not [merely] against enemies of blood and flesh, but against… cosmic powers… against spiritual forces of evil.”  Is that  realistic  language?

Well, if we  are  realistic,  we will realize  what we are up against.  And  we will put on  “the whole armor  of God,”  composed of  truth,  righteousness,  the gospel of peace.  This is metaphorical language – perhaps even mythological imagery.  Some  are much more comfortable calling this “armor”  their “higher power.”  But whatever we call it, there is  something  that,  in the providence of God,  we can  integrate  into our lives; we can “put on… the shield of faith… the helmet of salvation… the sword of the Spirit… the word of God.”  And because of all of that, we can  “stand.”  And “withstand.”

You can.  We can.  Don’t give up.

Remember:  The first thing Mark recalled about Jesus  was  that he was stronger  than anything  you and I – and we – are facing.  Or will face.  So  take heart.  Don’t surrender.  Don’t abandon hope.  Keep on resisting.  In Christ.  Through Christ.  With Christ.  Amen.
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