“Who is Jesus? And Why Should I Care?

Mark 1:21-28

In 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.”

So, let me ask you: Is that who Jesus is?  Is guilt the essence of Jesus’ ministry?  “You’d better come to Jesus and renounce your evil ways.”  And notice that the emphasis is on you getting yourself to Jesus and you getting yourself on the straight and narrow.  Now I’ve got to tell you, if that’s who Jesus is, I think Annie’s got a point.
You see, I think most of us recognize the problems in our lives—our jealousy, our anger, the contempt and lack of forgiveness for ourselves and others.  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 Annie’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 was mostly focused on the laws of God—the ‘thou shalt’s and ‘thou shalt not’s.’  The ‘straight and narrow’ life, according to the scribes, had been strictly spelled out down through the centuries by various teachers, and no one dared to present a radically new interpretation of the law.  All interpretation was built upon previous interpretations.  And it was basically up to you to learn all those teachings and follow all the rules, 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.  But it’s interesting to note that 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, if you stop and think about it, there is lots of teaching in Mark’s Gospel, just not always with words.  More often than not in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus teaches with his actions.
And into the synagogue comes a man whose life 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 bound 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 a man with an unclean spirit, 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 Mark’s Gospel is ultimately asking is: Who is this?  Who is Jesus?  And why should we care?
So, those are my questions for us: Who is Jesus?  And why should we care?  He is the Holy One of God, the one through whom God’s holiness shines into this world.  Jesus reveals to us the very holiness of God—a holiness filled with compassion.  Who is Jesus?  And why should we care?  He is the one who comes to cast out all the unclean spirits that hold our broken lives captive.  Who is Jesus?  And why should we care?  He is the 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.

Seven verses earlier in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus began his public ministry by proclaiming, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”  Now notice the order in which Jesus says this.  Jesus doesn’t say, “repent, and then the Kingdom of God will come near.”  The action doesn’t begin with our effort.  What Jesus is ultimately saying is, “In me, in my healing ministry, in my life-giving teachings, and in my sacrificial death and empowering resurrection—the Kingdom of God has come near; therefore, you are empowered to repent.  Don’t place your faith and trust in your own will power or your own determination.  That’s a dead-end road to guilt every time.  Trust in me.  Believe in me.”

The basic lesson of scripture is that Jesus wants nothing more than to free us of all the unclean spirits that rob us of life, and meaning, and love.  The Holy One of God wants nothing more than to bless us and to fill our lives with the holiness of God.

I think one of the best examples of the lesson of today’s scripture reading is found in the belief and practice of Alcoholics Anonymous.  Bill Wilson, the founder of AA, knew that he did not have the power within himself to live a sober life.  Try as he might to stop drinking, he couldn’t.  Alcohol held his life captive.  Time after time he would try to stop, but no matter how determined he was, time after time he would fail.  And with each failure his life was filled with more and more guilt.
Ultimately, Bill Wilson found the power to change his life and the authority to free his life from the unclean spirit that held him captive.  And he found it in a belief in a power greater than himself.  For Bill Wilson, that power was found in turning his life and his will over to God.
Who is Jesus and why should you care?  He is the Holy One of God who comes to make you holy, by freeing you from all the evil that holds you captive.  He is the one who cares for you, and loves you, and died for you, to set you free.

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

Little ones, (and I’m talking to all of you) 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, believe the Good News, so that you can repent, believe that your heart can be freed by the Holy One of God.
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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