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It can be very hard to know what to do with these stories of unclean spirits that we find in the pages of the gospels. Certainly they were important in ancient times – according to Mark, this exorcism reported today is Jesus’ first miracle. It is a sign of his authority.
There is so much that I could wish Mark had told us! He reports that Jesus taught in the synagogue, but does not record a word of that teaching. Instead, he tells us of the healing of this poor, demon-possessed man. Mark wants us to see this action as summing up what Jesus was teaching. This seems to be the way the crowd understands what is happening, for their amazement is drawn forth by his teaching, more than by this act of healing: “And they kept on asking one another, ‘What is this? A new teaching – with authority!’”
The authors of our lectionary try to help us understand what is happening by pointing us towards Deuteronomy, and Moses’ promise that “God will raise up for you a prophet like me.” Moses, of course, is the Law Giver, the only person in the pages of the Hebrew Scriptures who reported as having actually seen God. And this meant that Moses was the authority, all that was left was commentary upon the words he left behind. 
So the first Christians were eager to show that Jesus was the one who fulfilled Moses’ promise. Jesus is the prophet like Moses, who taught not by means of commentary like the scribes, but upon his own authority. Amazing indeed! But what did he teach on that day?? To find that out, we have no choice but to look at the miracle that was performed…. and take it seriously.
A man was possessed by an unclean spirit. We have a hard time with that because we live in a world without spirits. We have illnesses, conditions, and syndromes by the basket-full. But we’re short on spirits. This may be why there is such interest in something called “spirituality” these days. It can be hard to discover exactly what is meant by “spiritual” or “spirituality,” but in all its various manifestations it seems to refer to a sense of calmness, of balance, of peacefulness achieved through some sort of separation from the world. Conversely, the lack of spirits in our world may also explain humanity’s fascination with power, power over the world, and power over the people (and other entities) within it. That may be political power, economic power, sheer brute power, or the esoteric power of the occult. Either way you look at it, it seems to involve denying, transcending, or escaping our humanity, our existence as created beings in the world. Perhaps, when we loose the ability to recognize spirits, we loose our ability to recognize our own selves.
Let tell you something I have learned, something that changed my life. I learned it from the Rev. Lane Denson, who has been a priest in the Episcopal Church for over 50 years now. Lane, I know, would tell you that he merely passes on what he has learned from others. Here it is: We are made in the image of God, which means that we are spiritual beings, since God is spirit. The goal of our spiritual life, therefore, is simply to learn how to be human. We are spiritual beings learning how to be human.
This thought places us in a world where the miracle story we heard today makes sense. For now we see that we live in a world filled with spirits, we live surrounded by spirits, we are spirits; and we cannot tell if these spirits are good or bad until they are incarnate, until we engage it in this particular person here before us. Or in our own selves. And this is a moment of testing and confrontation that we inherently fear. So while the crowd around Jesus may be astonished, it is the possessed man who alone cowers in fear and in hope at what this coming confrontation may mean, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? I know who you are…..”
I know who you are. Spirit incarnate. Human as God imagines humans to be. When we deny our human finitude, we incarnate a lie. When we swallow our fear that accompanies an uncertain life in an uncertain world, we incarnate violence. Peace won by ignoring the fact that we are bodies in the world is no peace. And power used to crush the spirit is only destruction. Yet even as we twist and torture our spirits, even as we distort the image of God that we are, the truth cannot be denied, for we choose, even if we choose badly, and what makes us human is our freedom to choose. To make liberating and humanizing choices, we only need to have all the information. I know who you are, Jesus of Nazareth. Only the author of life holds authority over life.
In the end, we are perhaps not terribly different from that crowd gathered around Jesus long ago. They made the mistake of thinking that there was only one there that day who was possessed by an unclean spirit. We make the mistake of thinking that nobody is so possessed. They at least could still be astonished by Jesus in their midst.

