4 Epiphany, January 29, 2012, Mark 1:  21-28, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

I am beginning today’s sermon with two illustrations: 
· 1st: “You are not the boss of me.”  This is what one of my children said, with a pouty face and a foot stamping, at one point in a tough time in childhood.  This child wanted to do what he wanted to do, and did not want authority.  
· 2nd: The button said, “QUESTION AUTHORITY.”  It was pinned, along with other pins, on the backpack of a student who was making a statement about his beliefs.  It is not an uncommon button or bumper sticker to see on college campuses, giving notice that those in authority might not be there for long.  
It seems that our human tendency is to resist authority, to struggle with authority, to test authority, to challenge authority – authority is an issue.  Yet don’t we desperately need good authority—authority to teach us ethical behavior, authority to keep the peace?  Just look at the chaos in the world right now in countries where authority is not working properly. 
Today’s Gospel from the beginning of Mark, right after the calling of the first disciples, is about authority, specifically the authority of Jesus. Imagine you were there, in the synagogue that Sabbath day.  Imagine the room, the others around you, the dusky smells, muted natural light inside.  You are there, as usual, listening to the readings from the Torah (this is the first few books of the Old Testament).  Then the custom was for someone competent to get up and speak on the lesson.  It was usually a scribe, an expert on the law.  You were used to this, expected to hear a scribe droning on and on. Snore.  But, on this day instead of a scribe for the first time Jesus, 30 year old carpenter and rabbi, got up and spoke. Mark says,  "...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." You, and the other people listening in the synagogue, were astounded by not only by Jesus’ knowledge, but how He said it – by the power in his words, by his presence.  Jesus must have taught from the heart about the Spirit of God.  When Jesus spoke, you listeners heard the voice of God.  Listening to Jesus was like a breeze from heaven.  Here was an amazing authoritative revelation.  That is what the Gospel means when it said, “as one having authority.”  Now, Jesus had no worldly authority – He had no big job, no big titles, but oh my -- He had power, presence, and charisma: He had divine authority.
Then, something dramatic happened while Jesus was speaking.  We are told that there was a man who “had an unclean spirit” who came in and disrupted things.  The synagogue had an open door policy as we do, and this demented person came in and started shouting.  He challenged Jesus and His authority.  Jesus recognized right away that there was something seriously wrong with this man that needed healing: his personality was so damaged that the powers of darkness now ruled his will. But evil is no match for the power of the Messiah.  Faced with the Light of God's son, the darkness flees.  This was the first miracle of Jesus.  In that moment of healing, the authority of Jesus takes on a new dimension: authority in deed as well as Word.  Here Jesus shows He is a healer, He is capable of miracles; He has authority over both the natural and the supernatural worlds.  This miracle reveals the infinite scope of God’s power; He has dominion over all things, power over all that is seen and unseen.  Once again, the people are amazed. 
We heard two words in this Gospel about the reaction of the people to Jesus: astounded and amazed.  The two Greek words originally used here translate to the phrase, "blown out of their minds." Nowadays, we also use say – “whew, that was mind blowing!” describing something that 
just is beyond our comprehension.  Think about it -- when was the last time you had that experience, when you were truly amazed?  Our life in Christ is anything but ordinary; it is truly exciting.  We should be amazed about the fact that Almighty God is constantly with us, loving us outrageously, involved in our everyday lives, and is performing miracles right here, as well as teaching us how to live.  When was the last time?
Once upon a time grandmother told her granddaughter that the two of them would get up very early the next morning to see something surprising. So the next day, before dawn, the two of them sat on a doorstep facing east. Then the grandmother told the child to watch the eastern horizon. Soon a red curve of light appeared. As they watched, the curve kept widening. Sitting in awe, the little girl witnessed her first brilliant sunrise, when the sun has an enormous size and rises slowly as a huge ball of fire. The little girl asked her grandma in a hushed but excited whisper, "Does that happen every day?;" Grandma, joining her in the amazement of the beauty, said, “Yes.”  Have we let life become so dull and routine that we no longer look with amazement at the wonders of God's creation and actions all around us, which should amaze us? 

The season of Epiphany is all about amazement.  In Epiphany, we are to be amazed at the manifestations of God; His light in the darkness. Back two thousand years ago in that synagogue, you would have been absolutely transfixed watching Jesus speak and seeing this wild sick person suddenly, just in response to a few words from Jesus, become calm and normal: be healed.  Be amazed by what Christ is doing in us and around us today, as you learn more and more about Him and his mighty deeds. He loves you as His child. That is a startling fact, for he is Lord of the universe and is its creator. His power and authority is so great that He even conquered death.  He is healing people right in our midst, He is answering prayers right and left and we know when we die life will continue: eternal life with Christ in heaven.  
This past week on TV, were two big public addresses:  the state of the union address, and the state of the state address.  Today you will receive the “state of the church” address, from me, your senior warden, and your treasurer. In this address, you will hear about the amazing things that God is doing here among us at St. John’s.  And, in your amazement of God this morning, I hope you desire to know more and more about Christ, and His magnificent plan for your salvation.  This is not just a reality TV show, this is reality.  
Jesus is real, is present with you today; He longs for you to reach out to Him.  This is divine authority to be embraced.  Jesus has rescued you, and is restoring you.  Be thankfully amazed and open to more wonderful amazement!  Amen.
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