KEEPING YOUR STATE OF MIND WHOLESOME

A sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson, 

at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, on 29 January 2012 (Epiphany 4)

Text: Mark 1: 21-28

Over the years of preaching in church I have not had to face a disruption caused by someone challenging me while I was preaching in church. Perhaps the nearest I came to that was one day when I took a service in a nursing home. In that split second between the time that the pre-service music concluded and I as the minister opened my mouth to speak a lady in the front row pointed her finger at me and said “now no nonsense”. I was a bit taken aback at the time, but later realised that whether she meant it or not, she had in fact said something quite profound. When I am in the pulpit I am to speak no nonsense. If I do speak nonsense then I do need to be challenged.

Today’s reading from the gospel is of a man publicly and audibly challenging Jesus as he taught. Jesus and his disciples had gone to the synagogue in Capernaum. Now the synagogue was, of course, the place where the congregation regularly assembled on the Sabbath for the prayers, scripture reading and exposition of the meaning of scripture. Expounding the scriptures was an activity in which anyone could participate, so Jesus, no doubt along with others, took part. That was perfectly normal, and Jesus could well have done that sort of thing before he commenced his ministry. 

But now his ministry had commenced. It was not in his home town but Capernaum, and the congregation suddenly recognised an authority about the way he taught. What engaged the people was not what he taught, but how he taught. The way Jesus taught and his effectiveness in getting his points across was in marked contrast to the regular teachers in the synagogue. (Those teachers, known as scribes were learned but their teaching was pretty pedantic and tended to concentrate on the finer points of the law.)  

So there was Jesus in full flight as a gifted and authoritative teacher, with a most appreciative group of listeners when another person in that congregation suddenly interrupted him rather aggressively. A modern translation of the story puts it this way “What business have you got with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to wipe us out? I’ve got you figured out: you are God’s Special Agent.” But Jesus cut him down to size, saying, “Shut up, and get out of him, now!” And the corrupt spirit screamed loudly, threw the man into a fit, and then cleared out.”

Those who witnessed this were astonished, and the incident did wonders for enhancing the early reputation of Jesus. For there at the beginning of his ministry Jesus was seen not only as a great teacher, but was seen to have authority over “unclean spirits”, that is, authority over the demons that can take over a person’s mind. 

Now we don’t know whether that man was suffering from what we now know as a mental illness, although some scholars have said that the use of the plural suggests schizophrenia. But whatever the man’s condition the state of his mind was far from wholesome. His mind was disturbed by an evil or destructive spirit, and Jesus recognised that an unwholesome spirit was poisoning his mind. So with just a word Jesus exorcised that spirit, healing the man from the spirit that harmed him and which had the effect of making others see him as “unclean”. 

This story has lessons for all of us because it not just those suffering from a mental illness whose state of mind can be unwholesome. Keeping our state of mind wholesome can sometimes be quite a battle. We can have unwholesome spirits in us which give us unclean thoughts or make us do things we later regret. All of us can be tempted to engage in evil or destructive behaviour, sometimes subtly and sometimes overtly. Any of us can be corrupted in our mind or our heart and find ourselves unable to resist the power of an unwholesome spirit within us. 

Sometimes an unwholesome or corrupted spirit in a person can lead to unhealthy addictions that can ruin a life. We acknowledge this dark side of ourselves every time we pray in the Lord’s Prayer “lead us not into temptation or save us in the time of trial and deliver us from evil”. And note the “us” in that prayer we pray so often – it is not just for ourselves but for our society that we pray may be saved from evil. The message of Biblical Christianity is that God in Jesus Christ is a power stronger than any negative or destructive spirit within us. The God of the Bible, the God of Jesus can heal us of all the personal and social demons that harm us and harms our society. God’s Spirit - the Spirit that we call the Holy Spirit - works in us to make us more holy in our mind, more wholesome.   

We need to believe that the power of God, indeed the Word of God, is a greater power than the things that harm a person. And that’s the main thing I want to leave with you today: a knowledge and experience of the power of God to heal you of any demons that seek to control you and harm you. If we sincerely seek release from demonic spirits we should pray to God that God will call out those spirits that they may hurt us no more. 

In the Gospel account the unclean or evil or corrupt spirit (whatever it is called it is unwholesome) is called out and the fact that the man convulsed and cried out with a loud voice suggests that it was a struggle, as it sometimes is for us. The part of the man’s mind that was unwholesome sought to retain control over the man. Expelling a harmful spirit in any of us can be a struggle, but it is comforting to know that we have God’s power on our side in that struggle. 

Now I find that one of the challenging aspects of this story from Mark chapter 1 is that the incident takes place within a worshipping community. It is in the synagogue, on the Sabbath day while the service was proceeding, and the man with the so-called unclean spirit is a member of that congregation. This is not the only story in the Gospels of Jesus meeting a person described as having an unclean spirit. But the others tended to be on the fringes of society even beyond mainstream society, like the so-called Gerasene demoniacs who lived among tombs. But not this man, he was one of the congregation, one of that community of faith. And that’s a Biblical reminder that evil and corrupted minds can be present in any of our church communities, as you at Wesley dramatically discovered to your horror last year.

But back to the Biblical story. Perhaps the man didn’t like the fact that Jesus seemed to be appreciated more than the scribes were appreciated. Perhaps he just didn’t like what he heard. Perhaps Jesus’ message made him feel uncomfortable, took him out of his comfort zone, or maybe he was distrustful of anyone in authority. Perhaps he saw Jesus as disturbing a peace he enjoyed. Perhaps what Jesus said had a radical edge and he didn’t like that. But Jesus recognised that whatever spirit was in him was a spirit hostile to God, and called that spirit out.

So today might be a day for you to search your heart, to search your heart for attitudes, personal stances or prejudices that might get in the way of you hearing the word that God has for you at this time. For some of us it might be a time to pray with the author of the 51st psalm, “create a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence and do not take your holy spirit from me.” That’s a prayer to keep the state of your mind wholesome.

Today I am leaving this community and you have a challenging time ahead. You have the challenge of no regular minister for some months. You have the challenge of worshipping with Scots Memorial people each week for a few months. And then from mid-year you will have an Intentional Interim Minister who will come amongst you with a specific mandate. That mandate will not be to keep things running like I have done, but specifically and intentionally to work with you to determine how the future life and work of your congregation and the Scots-Memorial congregation will be shaped into the future. In that process there may well be some short term pain in your minds and hearts if there is going to be long term gain.

So as you enter this period of uncertainty and potential changes my plea to you is to be on your guard for spirits that are unwholesome, to watch for spirits that may be hostile to God, spirits that are harmful, spirits that are negative, spirits that are destructive, spirits that result in individual or congregational mindsets that get in the way of where God’s holy and wholesome spirit may be leading this loved community of faith. 

As I said to the Church Council last week my sense is that this congregation is in good heart; there is a good spirit among us, and although there is some grief that Wesley faces big challenges in the future, there is a willingness to look towards a new future with God. 

So foster in yourself and your congregation a spirit of trust, a spirit of hope, a spirit of co-operation with those who will help you find that elusive new future, a spirit of joy at the ways in which you continue to be blessed, a spirit of peace as you let go of some familiar things in order to experience new things from God and from other Christians.

Pray that God will help you to keep your minds wholesome, will help you to recognise what it is that harms you, and be ready for God to call out from you those things, in order that you may be filled with gifts from the Holy Spirit. If you do that you will certainly be able to always look forward.

To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless. Amen.  
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