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Texts: Deuteronomy 18:15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28

“It’s about love, isn’t it?” 
These were the words said to me by a young man who was visiting our 

church in a town where I served once. I ran into him on this occasion outside a 
convenience store in town that many people frequented, including me. He was  
sitting on the picnic table outside when I ran into him. 

This young man had been through many ups and downs. A stint in prison, 
addictions, broken home life. He had explored many Christian traditions and  
recounted all he had learned but had come to feel that at the Methodist church he 
might have found what “it was all about” so to speak. 

“It’s about love, isn’t it.”
For the apostle Paul, it is about love. Especially in this letter to a conflicted 

church. In this particular chapter, Paul is addressing the matter of food sacrificed  
to idols and whether or not it was permissible for Christians to eat food already 
dedicated to the gods of the Romans. 

And Paul essentially says, yes it is ok. But what is even more important is 
whether the practice of the individual would cause another one who differs to 
stumble, or to lose faith. In other words, love, love for the sister or brother is deeper 
than any principle or law in this case. 

I have come to find myself recently, while doing pastoral counseling with 
couples in relationship, that to be committed to each other is to give up our right to 
be always right.

And this I think is at the crux of what it is to live in Christian community. 
We proclaim that love is the highest ideal to which to aspire because it is love that 
builds up the community of faith. Knowledge has its place and value, but knowl-
edge has its limitations to build and bind together the church. It is love that is the 
deeper value and aspiration for the church and for, let us say, the whole human 
community.
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I was embarrassed to read last week about events on the steps of our state 
capitol in Austin. A large peaceful gathering of Texas Muslims assembled for their 
regularly scheduled time to pray for the legislature. A small, but boisterous, crowd 
met them there and yelled hate speech as they gathered. I was glad to hear state-
ments from the house speaker and new governor asking for civility. 

Love will be what binds us together. 
Love does not mean that we diminish our Christian identity or lessen its  

emphasis. It doesn’t mean that we down play it. It actually requires that in the name 
of Jesus we will be people of love who extend within the Christian community and 
outside of it. 

Love builds up the community and the whole of the world. 
It is love, Jesus said in another place, that casts out fear.
It seems that is what Jesus is about in our Gospel text. Love casting out fear. 

We don’t actually know the content of Jesus’ sermon in the synagogue that day. We 
don’t know his Hebrew texts or which rabbis he might have quoted; rather, what is 
noted is that he is one who teaches with a new or noticeably different kind of  
authority. I want to go out on a not-too-long limb to assume that what they noticed 
was that he was one who taught from the authority of love. 

Authority is met with skepticism in our day. Institutions of all kinds — gov-
ernment, church and others — are met with cynicism and distrust. Authority is too 
often enforced with might, force, physical power, coercion, and manipulation. 

We think we should be able to enforce authority by passing “open carry 
handgun” laws like we live in the Wild West. And that if we were to pass these laws 
somehow we would be safer or feel safer and that show of authority would keep us 
safe. 

But this. 
This was a different kind of authority. 
Love’s authority sees the heart of the matter and addresses what is unclean, 

what needs to be cast out and redeemed. 
Jesus recognized this in the man in our story and cast it out. 
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We are quick to name a disorder for this man and distance us from his  
behavior in the story, but we are all possessed by something at some points in time. 

Greed, money, sex, wrong-headed ambitions — these things possess us and 
possess our cultures.

Perhaps you’ve let “demon” drop from your spiritual vocabulary and replaced 
it with other terminology. But I want to suggest that the language of the demonic 
might more powerfully capture the insidiousness of what ails us. 

Maybe what we need is a sophisticated form of exorcism!
Really what is at the heart of all these possessions is fear. And it is the One 

who comes with love as an authority who can cast out this fear.
What does Jesus of Nazareth have to do with us today? – that. 
Think about the stories of authority and power that repel you and compel 

you.
Do you feel more inspired by those over history who have conquered and 

dominated people and lands through brute force?
Or do you feel more moved by those who, through sacrifice and humility and 

love, give themselves to others and whole movements of people follow?
The difference is from what authority one operates and leads and moves and 

shows up in the world. 
You know the good difference in your own life when love has come your way 

in some way, small or large, and you recognize it and its power.

Perhaps I have shared the most disappointing Super Bowl party I ever had. 
It was during the time of my serving a small congregation. I had planned the year 
before a great Super Bowl Party at the parsonage where I lived, and the turnout was 
tremendous. This was a tale of two Super Bowl parties. The first year the house was 
packed with people having lively conversations, stimulating the mind, and the com-
munity gathered there.

It seemed like a no brainer then to assemble a group once again the next year. 
Except that this time, party time came on the clock, and no one was here. No lively 
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conversations, no what was the last good book you read chat or in depth analysis of 
the game to come.

But at last the door bell rang and it was Johnny. He was a member of the 
church, mentally disabled, dedicated member. And he was alone.  

We had plenty of food, and the conversations were different. Every now and 
then he would turn to me and make the authoritative claim that only love can make 
this way – “this is a great party.”

In my little world, I was one possessed – by my ambitions, my love of the 
party and the experience I had imagined for that night, and all the rest.

I don’t remember all of what he said, but when he spoke, he spoke as one 
having authority rooted in a love that cut through all that I was possessed by.  

And this, this is exactly was Jesus of Nazareth has to do with you and me in 
this day – 2015. Truth and love intertwined together that builds lives and house-
holds and communities in ways nothing else can.


