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Mark 1:21-28 

 

*** 

 

 How long has it been since I have opened my mouth to speak and heard my own voice? 

 

How long since my heart has rested within me, and stirred up in my spirit only what is 

good, beautiful, and real? 

 

How long has it been since I last woke up, feeling alive and at home in my skin, happy to 

be myself, knowing I am desirable to others?  

 

How long since I have looked forward to spending time with my friends, not because of 

what I can get from then, but because of what I can give to them, and learn alongside them? 

 

Ah, through the thick static of inner chatter, my true, youthful spirit, has been yearning 

for a clear word, and I have heard it! A spiritual teaching – with authority! Speaking to me! 

Awakening me!  

 

How long has it been since I have heard word like this word spoken directly to me, in the 

language of the heart? 

 

*** 

 

The health of our spiritual lives often depends upon the quality of our questions. But 

before you or I can ever find ourselves in a position to ask questions such as these, spontaneous 

questions that bubble up from a spirit of happy and humble gratitude, we must first ask a more 

difficult question, a question that takes us right into the turmoil of personal transformation. This 

story from Mark’s gospel contains a flurry of activity, in the midst of which two parallel 

questions get asked – one by the unclean spirit who possesses and afflicts the unnamed man, one 

by the religious community of which the man is a member. What have you to do with us, Jesus of 

Nazareth? That’s the spirit’s question. What is this? That’s the congregation’s. There is a crucial 

difference between these two questions. If we are mindful of that difference, we ourselves might 

come to ask the better, harder question, and be drawn more fully into the saving reality of God. 

 

 The unclean spirit’s is a personal question. Jesus’ presence and his teachings have 

implications for the inner life of humankind. This makes the spirit uneasy. So, it asks Jesus a 

question to feel him out, to engage him. A most literal translation of this Greek sentence would 

be, What are you and us? Regardless of what triggered it, likely some form of malice, insecurity, 

or rage, the spirit’s question comes from within and is directed toward Jesus. It addresses Jesus 

personally. It asks him who he is. It knows that Jesus’ answer means everything. 

 



 The second question is an objective, scientific question, asked from the outside, passed 

around among those orbiting the central drama of Jesus liberating this man. What is this? “What 

is this?” seeks to define, to identify, to understand. The community at the synagogue is amazed, 

but not involved. Even those first four disciples – Peter, Andrew, James, and John – who were 

called just moments ago, are not named in this story. We can imagine them as passive observers, 

just as stunned as the congregation, seeking to get a handle on this new, authoritative teacher.  

  

The scene is the synagogue. Both of these questions are spoken in a religious space, 

instigated by Jesus. What have you to do with us? leads to newfound freedom for the possessed 

man. By addressing Jesus personally and entering into a confrontation with him, the unclean 

spirit is forced to flee. Shouldn’t this be the general expectation, that people would be 

transformed through their worship of God and study of the scriptures? Yet sometimes the 

community gets in its own way. Rather than step forward one by one and ask Jesus, “Well, 

alright then: What have you to do with me?” the people instead turn and distract themselves with 

that secondary question, “What is this?” What is this? makes the spectacle –not one’s own 

encounter – the heart of the matter. And though the crowd’s amazement leads to Jesus’ regional 

fame, it misses the point. It puts the cart before the horse. Jesus wants us to talk with him, before 

we ever talk about him.  

 

 All week, I felt very convicted by the intensity of this scene, by the painful, messy, noisy 

confrontation between Jesus and the man’s false self, his unclean spirit. The verbs say it all: 

astound, cry out, destroy, rebuke, be silent, come out, convulse. The human soul is a 

battleground. Each of us has a false self, a dark side to our personality, a mask we learned to 

wear that would obscure our early wounds and fears and disappointments and make us, we think, 

loveable and important to others. The false self is what bends us toward sin. The false self takes 

our God-given energy and diverts it in unhealthy ways toward unsound ends. We locate our 

sense of worth in things like our perfection, helpfulness, success, individuality, knowledge, 

diligence, happiness, strength, or material contentment.  

 

When Christ comes to us, our false selves are quicker to recognize him than our true 

selves. They’re thrown off balance by his unmerited grace, they feel exposed by his teaching of 

unrestricted love. They lash out. What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Strangely, it is 

the cry of the false self, addressed to Jesus, that opens up the possibility of personal change and 

freedom.  

 

Jesus rebukes the unclean spirit with the same command he will later lob at the storm on 

the Sea of Galilee: Be silent! (Mark 4:39) The literal meaning of the command is crass, 

something like, “Be muzzled! Shut your trap!”1 The false self must be silenced for a moment so 

that it can be told to go. Convulsing us and crying on their way out, this is a messy work of inner 

healing. It’s no wonder that we shy away from asking the personal question. 

 

I know I can resist the mess, resist talking to Jesus in order to be free. I can sit back and 

ponder Jesus intellectually – What is this? – and forget that what he really came to do was 

silence the voices inside me that lead to dead ends, and restore to me my own true self. I 

understand why the religious assembly tried to define teaching rather than hear it for themselves. 

 
1 Joel Marcus, Mark 1—8, 189. 



 What can we learn from this story about being a part of a Christian community? First, 

each of us are invited to talk with Jesus, to ask who he is to us, and to brace ourselves for the 

answer. Participating in a congregation means being on a personal journey, a sometimes messy, 

noisy, intense journey, of growing in God’s freedom. John Wesley called this ongoing journey 

toward wholeness sanctification. It is a wholeness not earned or achieved by our own power, but 

received by yielding to Jesus’ answer.  

 

 Correspondingly, being a member of Christian community means supporting this messy 

work as it unfolds in the lives of others. I wonder: When Jesus spoke to the possessed man, did 

the congregation lower their eyes and fiddle with their hands, did they stand in defense of their 

new teacher, prepared to throw this rabble rouser out, did they think proudly of their own 

sophistication and respectability? The best response would have been to help the man approach 

Jesus, to hold him as he shook and cried, to support him as he struggled free from his inner 

affliction, as he died to the old and raised to the new. It was important for the disciples to learn 

this, and they respond faithfully in the next scene, bringing to Jesus all who were sick and 

possessed (Mark 1:32-34). 

 

 We talked last week about how a mending church becomes a casting church. Healing 

gives vision, energy, and credibility to the mission. In the same way, a praying church becomes a 

telling church. It is the ones who have first been transformed by the first question “What have 

you to do with us?” who can best answer for the world the second, “What is this?” 

 

 So, Jesus of Nazareth, what have you to do with me? 

 

 What difference are you seeking to make in my life? 

 

 Tell me, what must depart from my heart so that I might love more freely? 

 

 Tell me, who am I apart from this unclean spirit?  

 

Who am I in my inmost self?  

 

Who am I in your eyes?  

 

 What have you to do with me, Jesus? 

 

 O Lord, speak, for your servant is listening! 

 

 Amen. 


