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• Every morning, from your bedroom, you see a private walled garden below 
the balcony. Over the years, you have come to love the flowering vines 
growing up the old walls, and hearing water trickle from the stone fountain. 
How you came to live here was awkward; but this house is now your home. 
And you are very attached to it. Oddly, after decades of relative stability, 
rumors swirl around the city. Radio broadcasts from Miami say that the 
American government is taking a new approach toward your country. Only 
90 miles and yet a whole world away, the prospect of political change is 
strangely unsettling. On one hand, there might be greater freedom. On the 
other, things that have become familiar could quickly be lost. 

• Then, one day, you hear loud noises in the street, with car horns blaring and 
people shouting. They say the Castro regime is over! Raoul is in exile and his 
supporters have capitulated. Celebration persists through the night. Three 
days later, as you come downstairs to make morning coffee, you are startled 
by a stranger in the front room. “This is my house,” he says. “Please, pack 
your things, and leave!” 

• Imagine the situation: There is an intruder in the house! And, after a few 
moments, you realize this: that both of you think it’s the other guy! His 
parents lost the house during the revolution. And then, your parents gained 
it in the chaos that followed. So, is the son of the original owners an 
‘intruder’? Or, is the present occupant, a latecomer to the place, the real 
‘intruder’? So, whose house is this?    (pause) 

• It may not be apparent at first. But this hypothetical situation, set in Cuba, 
parallels our reading from Mark. Once again, I think James Tissot has 
depicted our Gospel scene rather well, especially the religious context in 
which it occurs. {note handout} Notice the reverence with which the scrolls of 
the Torah are wrapped in the reading place where Jesus stands. The 
sabbath has come, with people gathered in the synagogue. They have 
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entered sacred space and sacred time, much like we find portrayed at the 
beginning of Genesis.  A synagogue gathering to revere God’s Shalom on 1

the seventh day is the proper context for celebrating the fulfillment of God’s 
purposes in Creation.  Yet, apparent intruders have come into this sacred 2

gathering. One of them—a man with an unclean spirit—may be familiar with 
being here. Though he trespasses upon the ceremonial purity of the 
synagogue, no one personally challenges him. They keep a safe distance, 
should contact with him compromise their ritual purity. 

• Perhaps also being an intruder himself, a young rabbi from the country 
enters the synagogue. He begins to teach, creating a stir. His words and 
manner cause others to say that he possesses an unusual authority. 
Suddenly, the man with the unclean spirit cries out, "What have you to do 
with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?” Prescient words, 
coming from a demonic spirit ~ a spirit used to being left alone because of 
the hazard of engaging him. Then the demon shouts out, “I know who you 
are, the Holy One of God!” The statement may be true. But it’s meant as a 
challenge, eerily echoing words from the Tempter in the wilderness.  This is 3

what he is saying: “If you really are the Holy One of God, are you sure you 
want to engage me? That will cut you off from these others, whom you are 
teaching.” The demon treats Jesus as a sabbath intruder in God’s 
synagogue! 

• So, who’s the real intruder in this space? This is the key question. 

• Instead of deferring to demonic power, or to religious and social 
convention, Jesus engages the demon-inhabited man rather than ignore 
him. Jesus says, ‘"Be silent, and come out of him!" And the unclean spirit, 
convulsing [the man] and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. [The 
people] were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is 
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this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, 
and they obey him."’ 

• Jesus comes to his Father’s ‘house,’ in which, as he later said, there are 
‘many mansions.’  He has arrived to reclaim what belongs to his Father, and 4

now belongs to him. Not only the synagogue, but also the man in whom the 
demon has come to dwell. Jesus appears as an intruder in a space that has 
become disconnected from its source and its true ‘owner.’ Yet, by his words 
and actions, and his effect on others, clearly Jesus belongs here. This is 
where he is meant to be. 

• There are three things we can learn from this brief episode near the 
beginning of Mark’s Gospel. First, we should not take less seriously than 
Jesus does the realm of evil and the demonic. And we need to be clear 
what this means. The demons are not imaginary ‘ghosts’ whose identity is 
unknown. We learn this from the Scriptures, and from the tradition of 
reasoned reflection upon them. The demons are rebellious angels, the 
fallen angels who before their descent reflected and enjoyed God’s glory. 
Angels and demons are personal beings like us, but they have no bodies. 
This is why demons are associated with taking up residence in human 
beings—a very rare occurrence. And when it does happen, they do not get 
there through power, but rather by persuasion and by consent. They never 
inhabit a person without his or her consent. So, even though evil may not 
come to live within us, we have much evidence that it is all around us. 

• Second, if we should not take less seriously than Jesus does, both evil and 
the demonic realm, then neither should we take them more seriously than 
he does. He is not afraid to engage and challenge the demons. Having 
resisted the Tempter, he prevails over the power of evil through his death 
and resurrection. And, because we are baptized into his death and 
resurrection, we are not subject to demonic power even if we’re still subject 
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to its influence. This is a key point. For we are always capable of mis-using 
our freedom by giving hospitality to distorted thoughts and disordered 
ways of seeing others and ourselves. Once again, evil may not come to live 
within us. Yet, the evil all around us can influence our thoughts and our 
actions, if we let it. 

• And third, we need to remember when and where our Gospel episode 
occurred. It occurred on the sabbath, in the synagogue. We see a powerful 
symbol of sacred time and place being restored and transformed toward 
God’s purposes for the world, and for our life together within it. Not only 
have we been freed from any harm the demonic realm might have over us. 
We have been brought into the place where the Kingdom is breaking in, 
with godly power. 

• This means that, at Grace Church, we now dwell with God, in a sabbath that 
will not end. And we have become the temple of his habitation, a tabernacle 
set within a still-wild-looking world. Truly, God is at work within us, and 
among us. 

• We may rightly fear what can hurt our physical bodies. But, we need not fear 
that anything will hurt our Spirit-protected hearts and minds. For in his 
Messiah, the Creator God has prevailed over darkness and evil. This new 
teaching has real authority. And as Tom Wright observes, “when the church 
learns again how to speak and act with the same authority, we will find … 
the saving power of God unleashed once more…”  5

• And so, we move forward in the Spirit, with real courage and strength. 
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James Tissot, The Man With an Unclean Spirit 
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Mark 1:21-28 

Jesus and his disciples went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered the 
synagogue and taught. They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one 
having authority, and not as the scribes. Just then there was in their synagogue a man with 
an unclean spirit, and he cried out, “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 rebuked 
him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!” And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and 
crying with a loud voice, came out of him. They were all amazed, and they kept on asking 
one another, “What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the 
unclean spirits, and they obey him.” At once his fame began to spread throughout the 
surrounding region of Galilee. 

Notes: 

 See especially Genesis 1.1

 Here, and in some of the following, I am grateful for the insights of John Shea, and his comments on 2

this Gospel passage in his book, The Spiritual Wisdom of the Gospels for Christian Preachers and 
Teachers, Year B: Eating with the Bridegroom (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2005), p. 48-52.

 See Matthew 4:1-11, and Luke 4:1-13.3

 See John 14:2 in context (here quoted in the memorable words of the King James translation).4

 Wright, Tom. Mark for Everyone (New Testament for Everyone) (p. 12). Faber Factory (Trade). Kindle 5

Edition. The full quote from which this is taken includes a cautionary corollary: “When the church learns 
again how to speak and act with the same authority, we will find both the saving power of God 
unleashed once more and a similar heightened opposition from the forces of darkness.”  {emphasis 
added}
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