1st February 2009

Mark 1.21-28 
In the gospel of Mark, Jesus is revealed as one who speaks and acts with God’s authority. In today’s passage, Jesus teaches and casts out an unclean spirit.  

The gospel of Mark was written between 40- 70 AD to a group of Christians living in a Roman city somewhere in the Mediterranean region. These first readers did not have the same world view as we have today. They believed that there was a

spirit world, which was as real to them as the physical world. These two worlds were interrelated. What happened in the spirit world affected the physical world. In their way of thinking, good fortune was the result of spirits that saturated the air around human beings. Misfortune and illness were the results of evil

spirits that penetrated the human body. For example, what may look to us like epilepsy was regarded by Mark’s first readers as the action of an evil spirit. They felt that the only way to be

protected from such evil spirits was through the use of amulets or magic, the action of a healer, or through an appeal to one who had power over the evil spirit.
The first readers of Mark’s gospel, like all Mediterranean people, believed that there was a hierarchy of authority and power for the whole cosmos. This cosmos included the supra-human, spiritual, and divine beings who influenced human activity and geographical events. This hierarchy can be illustrated as a pyramid, with the power and authority descending towards the world of humans and creatures.
This background helps us understand the references to spirits in Mark’s gospel. We ought not to consider Mark’s world as though it is our own. Mark presents Jesus as God’s agent. This is clear

from Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1:9–11). Jesus is God’s beloved one who shares God’s power. As God’s child, Jesus is positioned on the second level of the pyramid. Jesus’ power is over that of the spirits. This power enables Jesus to liberate persons possessed by

demons and make them whole. The stories of Jesus exorcising evil spirits reveal a fundamental conviction in Mark’s gospel: through Jesus’ ministry, God’s presence rules. God’s presence in Jesus overcomes evil, releases people to freedom, and creates a community of disciples who experience wholeness at every level of their being. Mark is convinced that God seeks to release people from every situation where they feel trapped and isolated. Nothing can prevent this. Jesus’ ministry of healing reveals God’s desire for human beings to be made whole. 

Possession by unclean spirits made persons spiritually unclean. They could not go to the temple or participate in religious festivals; they were separated from God, family, and neighbours. In healing this person, a surprising reversal takes place; Jesus’

amazing power reshapes and restores community and relationship with God.
People with mental health problems often feel isolated and excluded – ‘unclean’ cast out of society. Led by the organisations Mental Health Media, Mind, and Rethink, 'Time to Change' is 'England's most ambitious programme to end discrimination faced by people who experience mental health problems.'  There are TV ads on at the moment and some celebrities talking about their experience of mental illness. (The website www.time-to-change.org.uk is rich in information and imaginative ideas and describes their January campaign, which includes three weeks of ITV1 ads and displays in national newspapers and public places.) 
When my fellow Burnley supporter, Alastair Campbell was asked by Tony Blair to work for him in 1994, he revealed his mental health problems to the man who would be Prime Minister. 

"I said Tony, you know I get depression from time to time? He said, "I'm not worried, if you're not worried." Campbell said his  experience at work is in sharp contrast to the majority who experience mental health problems. "I thought, if the Prime Minister can take that attitude, why can't other employers?" But in a recent survey, only four out of ten employers said they would employ someone with a history of mental illness. 

Campbell goes on to say, "Depression should be properly recognised as an illness and openly talked about, the same way people talk about a broken leg." He credits his own recovery to the support of his family and friends, medical support, and, of course, getting back to work. "I was incredibly lucky," he says. "Others are not so fortunate. Challenging stigma and changing attitudes takes time. But it happens." 

Stephen Fry has experienced mental health problems for much of his life. But it wasn't until he was 37 that he was finally diagnosed with bipolar disorder. He said "I'd never heard the word before, but for the first time I had a diagnosis that explains the massive highs and miserable lows I've lived with all my life." 

During research for his documentary 'The Secret Life of The Manic Depressive', Stephen found out that the illness affects hundreds of thousands of people in the UK. He was also dismayed to discover the extent of prejudice surrounding mental health problems. "I want to speak out, to fight the public stigma and to give a clearer picture of mental illness that most people know little about." 

Stephen thinks better public awareness is essential to help people break their silence. "Once the understanding is there, we can all stand up and not be ashamed of ourselves, then it makes the rest of the population realise that we are just like them but with something extra." 

Modern commentators suggest psychiatric illness as a possible meaning of 'having an unclean spirit'. Luke's account (4.31-37) speaks of the 'spirit of an unclean demon' and we should, perhaps, be cautious. First, because the contemporary meaning of 'demonise' is something like 'to brand as something awful or demonic', we need to be careful not to exacerbate prejudice by drawing parallels between mental ill-health and 'demons'. Popular media is fascinated with demons and things that go bump in the night.
Secondly, while some Christians struggle with the idea of supernatural powers of evil, there are others who believe in personalised evil as much as a personal God and who would not accept that demonisation is merely mental ill-health.

Perhaps the way forward here lies in eschatology – the last things and the coming of the kingdom of God. The prevalent view is that Jesus' coming inaugurated 'the kingdom of God'. (I reflected last week on the Inauguration of President Obama, which certainly promises much, has already delivered some foretastes or 'earnests', but for the full package the USA and the world must wait.) Jesus' life is characterised by a large number of 'power encounters' that show that 'the kingdom of God is among you' (Luke 17.21). From this perspective, whether this healing in Mark's Gospel is the supernatural expulsion of a supernatural demon or the healing of a man with severe mental illness is academic: the 'breaking in' of the kingdom of God is manifestly demonstrated!

We talk though of the demonisation of the other. The newspapers are as full as ever of brutality and unkindness, much of which derives from ranking oneself superior to 'the other', often by emphasising the 'otherness' of the other – a small step from demonisation in today's language.

Holocaust Memorial Day was 27 January (www.hmd.org.uk), commemorating the loss of life in the genocides of the Second World War, Cambodia, Bosnia, Rwanda and Darfur. The Times reprinted the photograph of Chief Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sachs and Archbishop Dr Rowan Williams taken at the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp last November, accompanying Sir Jonathan's article 'All faiths must stand together against hatred' (www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/article5593142.ece). He wrote:

'The world has become more unstable and confusing. At such times people search for certainties. They rally round slogans that simplify, and scapegoats that can be blamed. They resolve complex issues into polarities: us and them, the children of light versus the children of darkness, friends and enemies, the saved and the damned. People lose faith in the long, slow process of conflict resolution. They lose the very precondition of justice: the ability to hear both sides. They see themselves as victims and identify someone else to blame.'

'We cannot change the past. We can, and must, change the future. For the sake of the victims, for the sake of our children, and for the sake of God, whose image we bear.'

And the inaugurated kingdom will be made manifest wherever healing – of individuals with mental ill-health, of communities, of whole societies – happens, through faith, through prayer and through determination and hard work.

In Jesus’ day, disorders such as autism, epilepsy, and mental

illnesses were lumped into the general category of “demon

possession” or “unclean spirits.” Because of the social stigma

created by this misunderstanding, people suffered not

only from the symptoms of the disorders but from alienation

and shame that accompanied them. Thankfully the evolving

medical world has helped us realize the true nature of these

disorders. But, as this final story illustrates, communing with

the Spirit of Christ still offers healing power.
Melissa Gray, describes herself as a stay-at-home mom of five beautiful children, all of whom teach her new wonders every day. This is her story:

Our oldest daughter has special needs. She has been diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder. Raising a child with autism is not easy. Their development may be slower than that of a typical child, and I worry that it may be too difficult for her to achieve simple tasks, spending hours of each day focusing on speech, motor skills, and potty training. With hours spent each day in therapy doing just that, where do we fit in time for that child’s

spiritual needs? 

We face this problem regularly. When a parent doesn’t even know how much of the world his or her child understands, how can that parent expect them to appreciate the finer notions of an invisible world? How do we explain the concept of God, or faith, or even prayers? Grounded so much in the reality of teaching Breanna daily tasks that must be learned, trying to boost her performance high enough that she will attend a “normal kindergarten,” we have

neglected her spiritual needs. 

Why don’t we teach her Bible stories? Well, we never had  because she couldn’t sit through five minutes of any other story. Why don’t we teach her to pray? We can’t teach her simple social skills with people, how could we teach her to praise God? Why don’t we explain the service, or the concept of Communion to her? We haven’t tried, because even though she’s bodily there, her mind is wandering.
But the joy on her face as she joined us for the first time for Communion was inexplicable. And amazingly enough, after three years, every time for her is like the first time. Her face is radiant, and her excitement is overwhelming. I truly can see the grace

of God in her as she revels in joining humanity on its knees. My beautiful daughter who seldom looks us in the eyes, somehow can feel the body of Christ, joining us as one person. Tonight we prepared the children for bed, we brushed hair, and brushed teeth, and slipped on our favourite jammies. We tucked Breanna and her two younger sisters into bed, read their stories, and said a simple prayer. “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep, and to guard me through the night, and wake me in the morning’s light.” We say it every night, once with her younger sister repeating and once with the youngest, and never thought

of teaching it to Breanna. This evening, as I walked from the room, I was amazed to hear my usually silent daughter’s high

pitched, angel-sweet voice, chanting “Now I lay me down to sleep...” So I sat, leaning over her bed, and she looked me in the eyes as I finished the prayer with her. As I kissed her forehead softly, she smiled at me and whispered “Amen.”

Prayer
Loving God,
sensitise us to our language
and our attitudes to others who seem less well than we are.
May our health encourage not accuse them,
may their frailty illuminate the ways in which we are damaged,
the places where we need your healing touch.

Loving God,
please clean up our spirits,
grant us to be agents of your healing,
agents of reconciliation,
agents of your shalom peace.
Through Jesus Christ our Lord,
Amen.
