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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
Back in my college days, when I was a Southern Baptist, my parish called a new pastor. Not everybody liked him. Now that’s not surprising. There are always some people who can’t let go of the past. But this time it wasn’t just that the pastor had a different personality-type. This time it was a problem with how he used the Bible. People charged him with not being very Biblical.

The old pastor liked to take a book of the Bible and go through it verse by verse. He’d toss in a little Greek or Hebrew to prove he’d been to seminary. And of course somehow he’d bring it all around to an evangelistic conclusion with all of us singing all six verses of “Just as I Am,” sometimes twice!

The new pastor was different. He still ended his sermons with a “Hymn of Invitation”—some things you didn’t dare change in a Southern Baptist Church! But he had the nerve to focus on contemporary issues. Though he had been a seminary professor, he didn’t show off his knowledge of Greek or Hebrew, and he didn’t take us though a passage verse by verse. Instead he talked about things that were happening around us. He used the Bible to challenge us to go out into the world with Christ’s love, but he wouldn’t offer any blueprints or proof-texts. He just didn’t seem very Biblical, and some people started to wonder if we hadn’t made a mistake.

When Jesus stood up to teach in the synagogue, he got a similar response. His listeners were used to having a teacher go through the scriptures verse by verse. Jesus didn’t do that. He told them about the coming of God’s new community. He focused on what was happening then and there. He didn’t quote any other rabbis. He acted as if what he said might just be worth hearing on its own. “He taught them as one having authority.” They couldn’t decide what to do with him.
Can we really blame them? I don’t care what your view of the Bible is—we all get a little uncomfortable when people stop talking about what God did way back then, or about what God’s doing way up there, and start talking about what God’s doing right here, right now, say, in this very room—or in your very own life. 

Now on that day Jesus did get one ringing endorsement. One of his listeners stood up and told everybody that this was “the Holy One of God.” The only problem is that the endorsement came from a man everybody knew was out of his mind. Back then they called it demon possession, but the label doesn’t matter. His behavior was bizarre.  So his endorsement wasn’t much help. Here’s this new word. We don’t know what to do with it. But then one of us says he does know, only we don’t know what to do with him! 
The thing is, what this deranged man says sounds pretty much like what we’ve been taught ourselves. After all, if we call ourselves Christians, don’t we agree that Jesus is at the very least “the Holy One of God”? We see this group of people puzzling over Jesus’ unconventional teaching, and we’re tempted to pipe up with, “Wait a minute. Can’t you see this is God-with-us speaking? Of course he doesn’t need to quote the Good Book because, after all, he’s the author!” And that’s a very orthodox-sounding answer.
But I guess Jesus didn’t care so much about orthodoxy that day. Instead of congratulating this guy, he basically says, “Oh shut up and get over it.” Obviously, Jesus hasn’t had that intro course in pastoral care yet. That’s just not what you’re supposed to say to somebody who’s troubled. On the other hand, this time it seems to have worked, because the man really does snap out of it.
You’d think that might have helped with Jesus’ listeners. But it didn’t. After all, it’s the Sabbath, and you’re not supposed to heal anybody on the Sabbath. And that’s what he just did. It didn’t get him into any trouble this time, but it didn’t make him look any more orthodox either.
So he doesn’t base things on the Bible (as least not the way they think he should); he doesn’t like it when he gets an orthodox endorsement; he’s downright rude; and when he does do something they like, it’s at the wrong time. No wonder everybody’s confused! How could they not be? It’s a good thing he wasn’t planning to stay there, because there’s not much chance they would have let him. Some writers these days keep imagining that Jesus would have made a perfect CEO. I keep wondering what Gospel they’ve been reading. If this is how he behaves, he’d be lucky to keep a job in the mailroom.
He did get people’s attention that day. And he got people talking about him, for better or worse. He left everybody asking what they’d just seen and heard. But nobody knew quite what to do with him.
It’s been nearly two thousand years. And after all this time we still aren’t sure what to do with him. We sing songs about him; we say the Nicene Creed; we pray in his name; we even pray to him. Then just when it seems we’ve fit him into our lives, we turn to the Gospels and there he is acting up again. He doesn’t fit anybody’s picture. He just won’t behave.
Maybe that’s why we still can’t help listening to him. Maybe it’s his erratic behavior that gives his words a new authority, and a new power to change us. Yes, he likes to break the rules; yes, he can be rude; yes, he keeps refusing to act the way we’d expect God’s Holy One to act; yes, he leaves us asking, “What is this”? But somehow we begin to sense that what he’s really up to is breaking down all the barriers we try to put up between us and God, and between us and one another. Somehow we sense that he’s doing all this to keep bringing us back to him, again and again and again. We don’t know what to do with him. But we know we can’t do without him.
Jesus’ ministry is a challenge to churches who think they can test everything by matching it up with a few verses in their Bibles. That’s not the Episcopal Church, in case you hadn’t noticed, and it’s certainly not All Saints. But Jesus’ ministry is just as much a challenge to us when we try to test everything by matching it up with something in the Prayerbook or in our Constitution and Canons. I serve on the Commission on Ministry in this Diocese—as Cathy Scott knows quite well!—and I’ve had lots of opportunities to see how our discernment process works. When it works well, it can work very well, but it’s not infallible.
Let me be clear, I’m a big believer in having standards for ordination. As you heard, I grew up in a different church. In that church, all you needed to be ordained was to convince a single congregation that you had been called. You didn’t even have to finish high school. You just had to come off as enthusiastic enough and able to quote the Bible in ways that sounded familiar, and then the deacons and pastors would lay hands on you, and you could run off and start your own congregation. If you did decide to go to seminary, you’d be cautioned not to let any of that education influence you too much. Don’t confuse us with the facts! 
I left that church for all sorts of reasons, but one of the main ones was how this mindset wound up glorifying ignorance and bigotry in the name of Christ. I prefer a Church that tries to take responsibility for its 2,000-year history of often confusing its own limited agendas with God’s unlimited welcome. And I prefer its leaders to know something about that very checkered history. So I’m a big believer in standards, and in insisting that people spend time being formed for ministry.

But people are people, and we can use even our most thoughtful and prayerful standards as excuses not to recognize anything that doesn’t fit our expectations. I’m not allowed to tell any stories about people I’ve seen go through the process, but I can say that there have definitely been several times when we’ve let our standards get in the way. I know of several people who have very effective ministries today who just barely made it through the first hurdle in that very lengthy process.
Sometimes you interview somebody with some very great strengths and some very great weaknesses, or so it seems, and you’re not sure what to do. I remember several occasions where somebody would ask, “Would you want this person as your rector?” It’s not a bad question, but some people were taking it as the most decisive one. But once when that question came up, another member of the Commission had the honesty to say, “Wait a minute. I think I know just about every Priest in this Diocese, and I think there might be, at best, two whom I’d want as my rector, so let’s not get hung up on that question.” And we wound up very cautiously endorsing the person we had interviewed.
Four years later we were all patting ourselves on the back for making the right decision about such an obviously gifted candidate. Nobody said much about how close we had come to slamming the door in somebody’s face. 
Standards are fine. I firmly believe it’s better to have some than to go around ordaining every enthusiastic-sounding Bible-thumper on the spot. But after 2,000 years of often getting in the way of God’s healing presence, you’d think we’d learn not to take ourselves or our standards too seriously. You’d think by now we’d recognize that God often speaks to us and renews us through people we’re not ready to hear. They might not even be Episcopalians! They might not even be Christians. But we come together and listen to stories like this one so that maybe we won’t be so shocked if somebody speaks up among us and leaves us asking, “What is this?”
Soon we’re going to receive the very life of God embodied for us in broken bread and poured-out wine. Most of us know how to do that almost on automatic pilot. But today remember that the bread is broken, and the wine is poured, because God’s healing presence can’t be contained—not even here. The one you are receiving comes to you in ways you can’t predict, and through people you’re not ready to hear. 

Who knows? You might be one of those people yourself! Amen.
