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       Deuteronomy 18:15-20, Mark 1:21-28

So, who here has a problem with authority?  Who here has had a negative experience with someone in authority?  Has anyone challenged the judgment of a doctor?  Questioned the wisdom of a teacher?  Protested the actions of the president?  Hmm.  Why am I not surprised?  People who have a strong sense of their own authority, and a strong suspicion of others who would claim to have authority, seem to be attracted to our community.  The reasons for this are pretty obvious.

Our community, as you may have heard last Saturday at the first of our fortieth anniversary events, was founded by a group of people who wanted to re-think a lot of things about the traditional church of their time, including the question of who has authority.  From the very beginning, our church has held that every single person has a call from God and is therefore authorized to do ministry.  Our community was founded without an ordained minister, and when Jerry Goethe was first hired here it was only quarter-time.  His job title—like mine—was “Enabling Minister”, facilitating the ministry of everyone in the church.  In our church, anyone can preside over the communion table and anyone can preach.  Everyone is encouraged to participate in a Worship Task Group, a forum where everyone has a right to weigh in with their understanding of what the Bible says and what it means and how we should connect to our own lives.

There are some real strengths to our model of church—and if you’ve been around this community for any amount of time at all these strengths have probably become obvious to you.  What would you say the strengths of our model are?  My next question might be a little bit more difficult, but it’s also important to consider.  What would you say the weaknesses of our model of church are?  Let’s take a few minutes at our table to discuss these two questions.

Now, keep all of your responses to these questions in mind as we look at our two scriptures for today.  The Bible, after all, is clearly composed by a group of people who have a problem with authority.  Can you blame them?  The single most formative experience, the most foundational story in the Hebrew scriptures is the story of the oppression of the Israelites by the Pharoah—a ruler who claimed the power of God.  Their God was most fundamentally one who challenged the unjust actions of worldly authorities.  Their experience with the Egyptians was never far from the Israelite’s mind—they valued prophets in part because they kept an eye on the king and had the authority to challenge them when they used their power unwisely.  But they were also aware that prophets themselves could misuse their authority.  So, in Deuteronomy, when Moses reminds the people of how prophets work, he is quick to warn them that there can be false prophets—people who claim to speak for God, but who don’t.  

The Israelites didn’t give any prophet, any king, any person ultimate authority, including those who claim to speak with the authority of God.  When Jesus stood up in the synagogue and began to teach as his ministry was beginning, in was in the context of a group of people who had grown up on the stories of Moses and Pharoah and who were currently living in the Roman empire, ruled by Ceasar who claimed the authority of God.  When Jesus stood up to teach, he wasn’t doing anything that special.  There weren’t ordained rabbis at that point in Jewish history, but there were people who were respected for their teaching.  And as soon as Jesus starts to teach, he gets everyone’s attention.  Why?  Because he’s teaching with authority.  What does that mean?  Well, he sounds like he knows what he’s talking about.  He sounds like he’s worth listening to.  He sounds like he should be believed, that his opinions matter, that his insights may very well be true.

But then, out of nowhere, there’s a voice:  “Have you come to destroy us?”  The story tells us that this voice came out of a man who is possessed by a demon, a man who is bizarre and disruptive and disturbing in the context of this group of people gathered around a Torah, listening attentively to a new and insightful teacher.  But I think this voice—ascribed to the demon—is expressing something that is on the mind of every single person in that room.  In the context of that community, those people with those experiences and those stories, is it any wonder that authority is met with suspicion?  Don’t you think that all of them were wondering—if we recognize his authority, will he squash me, subject me to his rule, just like Pharoah, just like Cesaer?

What would it mean for you to grant Jesus authority in your life?  Using that kind of language to describe our relationship with Jesus may be easy for some of us, but for others of us, that kind of language makes our skin crawl.  And it’s not so much that we have a problem with Jesus, but it’s his interpreters, those who claim to speak in his name and who therefore make a claim to his authority that really worry us.  Even the Gospel were themselves written by humans, and how much authority are we willing to grant those people?  

But for all the hundreds of reasons we can come up with to debate the authority of his words as recorded in scripture, there remains this claim, central to the Christian faith:  Jesus was not just a teacher, and his authority cannot be based just on his words.  And Jesus was not just a healer, and his authority cannot be based on his ability to heal—in the past or in the present.  So what was he?  To use words from the Gospel of John, he is the Way.  To live with him, to walk beside him, to be “in Christ” to use the words of the Apostle Paul, is to participate in something that he started, something that he invites us to “Come and See”.  

The passage we read from the Gospel of Mark says that there were those who were sufficiently impressed by the teaching and healing that Jesus did in the temple to decide to follow him.  They followed him because they recognized his authority, but as they followed him, something began to unfold for them, a deeper understanding of Jesus’ authority.  Because as they walked with him, they began to see that Jesus’ authority didn’t destroy them—it made room for them.  “You are the light of the world,” Jesus told them, and urged them to let their light shine for all to see.  Jesus worked miracles with his hands, but he worked miracles with their hands as well, as they passed loaves and fishes to each other and found that there was food enough for thousands.  Jesus sat at tables with them, and told them stories about tables that are filled with people from every highway and byway.  When they marveled at his works, he told them, “You will do even greater works than these.”  And when it came time to gather them for one last supper, he said to them, “No longer do I call you servants.  You are my friends.”

I wonder if then they marveled with each other as they did in the synagogue that day.  I wonder if by that time they knew that Jesus comes with authority—not in order to destroy, but in order to embrace and to love and to redeem and to resurrect and to renew.
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