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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

4th Sunday after Epiphany; January 28th, 2018 

Mark 1:21-28 

“Casting Out Unclean Spirits in Church –  

A Good Place to Start” 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Spring clean-up that awaits my time and energy when the 

warmer weather comes is to clean and re-stain our back deck.  

I’m not expert in such matters but I am pretty sure you have to 

begin by using some sort of anti-grung stuff that cleans the 

wood.  After it dries, then you can re-stain.  If you don’t clean 

the wood first the stain traps the mildew and dirt and bubbles up 

after a little bit of time and the wood roots.  The point is there 

is a process; you have to begin with one thing in order to move 

to another.  First things first, in other words.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Maybe I’m misreading the first chapter of Mark – because I did 

not find this point being made in the commentaries I consulted –  

but it strikes me that the gospel writer was laying out a pattern 

for the mission of the earliest followers of Jesus.  You may 

have this chapter memorized.... but if not, after this story of the 

unclean spirit being cast out of a man in synagogue the story 

continues into Simon and Andrew’s home where Jesus healed 

Simon’s mother-in-law.  After the story of the home healing, 

only then does Mark have Jesus and the disciples moving into 

the wider community.  Seems like a prescription to me. 

 

The gospel writers – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John –  have 

stories collected about Jesus and they have oral traditions 

surrounding Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  Each of the 
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gospel writers take these stories at least a generation after the 

life of Jesus and put them in an order to make a point.  Where 

each writer chooses to begin says something about the 

overarching message the writer is trying to convey.  Mark 

begins, tellingly I think, in the synagogue, in church.  Jesus’s 

public ministry began in the religious institution of Jesus’ life 

with an exorcism of an unclean spirit.  Then the story, as Mark 

tells it, moves to a home and then to surrounding cities. 

 

This seems, to me at least, to be a formula for the mission of the 

church – 1) get the church clean; 2) heal the home; and, 3) go 

into the world with the message of God’s abundant grace and 

healing power. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Mark places the first public act of Jesus within the walls of the 

religious institution of his upbringing.  Jesus, it seems, knew 

the power of the institution for good or for ill.  The institution 

needed to be cleansed so that the institution could be a force for 

grace and healing in the world.  It makes good sense.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I don’t think I need to say much more than a sentence or two 

about a few things about church history to make the point I want 

to make.  Religious institutions, all of them and certainly the 

church, can become haughty, insular, and lose track of the main 

thing for which they/we stand.  Church can lose its vision and 

self-awareness.  We, the church, by proclamations and deeds, 

can be a hindrance rather than a help to the movement of God’s 

Spirit of healing and grace and justice for human beings and 

society, but it has never been and is not easy to see our failings.   

~~~~~~~~ 
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A few examples from our history of our need to be cleansed 

from an unclean spirit –  

 

How many church women for many generations have stayed in 

abusive homes because the church has preached a perverted 

notion of wives being subservient to their husbands?  Maybe 

those women knew such abuse was wrong but the church by its 

words and actions offered no support for the women standing up 

for themselves against the abuse.  All too often the church 

offered only shame for the women who decided they needed to 

leave their husbands to escape the degradation they endured. 

 

This message of subservience is now being cleaned up and the 

church ... or at least some parts of it... is preaching mutual 

respect and equality.  It was a very good step forward in the life 

of the Christian church when some of our branches began 

ordaining women into leadership in the institution.  It has 

become clearer and more fully embodied in the churches where 

women are in leadership that abuse is a violation of God’s law 

of love and not to be tolerated. 

~~~~~~~~ 

In our denomination’s Book of Confessions there is a document 

that was written when the northern and southern branches 

reunited in 1993 called “A Brief Statement of Faith.”  That 

statement says this... in section on Holy Spirit... 

The (same) Spirit 

who inspired the prophets and apostles 

rules our faith and life in Christ through Scripture, 

engages us through the Word proclaimed, 

claims us in the waters of baptism, 



 4 

feeds us with the bread of life and the cup of salvation, 

and calls women and men to all ministries of the Church (58-64). 

Our denomination, as best I can tell, was the first to put in a 

confession that the Spirit of God calls women and men to all 

ministries of the Church.  And the fact that more women are in 

leadership in the church has helped us clean up our message 

about the primacy of love, equality, respect, and justice. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Here’s another example of the church needing to reform, to be 

cleansed in order to more fully embody the true message of 

Jesus’ healing and justice for the world –   

 

How many white people in our country in the 1950's and 1960's 

knew that segregation was wrong and that black people were 

being unfairly treated, abused and murdered in our society yet 

those same white people found church more interested in order 

than in justice, in tranquility than in fairness, in maintaining 

privilege than in working for equality. The church too often was 

not supportive of the move toward equal rights because of a 

perverted notion of the separation of spirituality and politics.  

The church, mostly the white church, had to be cleansed of the 

idea of a hierarchy of races in order to become a force for good 

in the society.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Yet another time in the life of the church when reformation has 

been needed for the institutional faith community to be the force 

for justice and grace and a celebration of the goodness of all 

God’s creation is this –  

 

How many times throughout its history even unto today has the 
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church’s message of condemnation toward gay and lesbian 

people led to the families being needlessly and heart-breaking-ly 

fractured?  Moms and dads, brothers and sisters, grandparents... 

some may have wanted to open their arms wide to their gay and 

lesbian children but did not find support in the church; in fact, 

what the church offered was an encouragement to a perverted 

notion of tough love that might bring a child back into straight 

and narrow that led many families in the direction of expulsion 

and disavowing of their family members.  The church has come 

a good long ways in the direction of teaching that love is the 

deepest reality.  The church is growing in our willingness to 

speak of the beauty and gifts that all people can bring into the 

life of our community... and our institution benefits greatly, our 

message is cleaned up, by the service of gay and lesbian people 

in all leadership roles in the church. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The church, no surprise here, is a human institution that can be 

overly influenced by prevailing norms of society.  The church, 

therefore, under the Spirit of God is to be reforming all the time, 

opening to God’s leadership in the direction of human 

well-being at home and in society.  It makes sense then to get 

our message right, to make sure love is at the heart of what we 

say and do and embody.  We need to always be open for God’s 

cleansing away of that which is harmful in the church’s 

understandings of God’s Word for the world.   

In the statement in our Book of Confessions to which I referred 

earlier –  “A Brief Statement of Faith” – there are these lines –  

In a broken and fearful world 

the Spirit gives us courage 

to pray without ceasing 
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to witness among all peoples to Christ as Lord and Savior, 

to unmask idolatries in Church and culture, 

to hear the voices of peoples long silenced, 

and to work with others for  

justice, freedom, and peace (lines 65-71). 

 

Jesus came to unmask the idolatries in church and culture.  He 

knew that as the church was made clean and clear in the 

message of love, as the church was able to be rid of its messages 

of hate and separation, as the church was able to come clean, the 

benefits of such communities of grace would redound to 

families and the wider world.  It makes sense, then, for Mark to 

have begun the gospel story with a cleansing of the synagogue.   

~~~~~~~~ 

So, on this day and in this time, we pray... 

O Lord, make us clean, 

 and give us the will and wisdom  

to proclaim your love from here to everywhere.  Amen. 


