
4th After Epiphany 
31 January 21 

9.30am, Kiama 

Living A Story that Transforms 

Readings 

Psalm 111 
1 Praise the Lord! 
   I will give thanks to the Lord with my 
whole heart, 
   in the company of the upright, in the 
congregation.  
2 Great are the works of the Lord, 
   studied by all who delight in them.  
3 Full of honour and majesty is his work, 
   and his righteousness endures for 
ever.  
4 He has gained renown by his 
wonderful deeds; 
   the Lord is gracious and merciful.  
5 He provides food for those who fear him; 
   he is ever mindful of his covenant.  
6 He has shown his people the power of his works, 
   in giving them the heritage of the nations.  
7 The works of his hands are faithful and just; 
   all his precepts are trustworthy.  
8 They are established for ever and ever, 
   to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness.  
9 He sent redemption to his people; 
   he has commanded his covenant for ever. 
   Holy and awesome is his name.  
10 The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; 
   all those who practise it have a good understanding. 
   His praise endures for ever. 

Reading: Mark 1:21-28 (Maurice) 
21 They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and 
taught. 22They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and 
not as the scribes. 23Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24and 
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.’ 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent, and come 
out of him!’ 26And the unclean spirit, throwing him into convulsions and crying with a loud voice, 
came out of him. 27They 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.’ 28At 
once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 

Hear what God’s Spirit is saying to the church.  
Thanks be to God! 
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Reflection	

We pray…	
Transforming God, open our ears and hearts to your liberating ways, fill our dreams with wonder 
that our lives and the lives of the people around us may be transformed, in the love of Christ, we 
pray.  Amen. 

This year, our reading will focus us on Mark’s gospel.  We will encounter some of John’s gospel 
as we prepare for Easter, but most of our time will be spent with Mark’s telling of Jesus’ story.  
Mark’s gospel is considered to be the first of the accounts of Jesus’ life to be written down - it is 
the shortest - so can I encourage you, as we delve into it, to make some time to read it through 
for yourself.  It is said to take about 2 hours if you were to read it aloud and you might prefer to 
seek out an audio version - Glenbrook Uniting Church are offering a reading over the next 2 
Sundays via their Facebook page.  However you do it, can I encourage you to immerse yourself 
in Mark’s telling of Jesus’ life. 

In this first chapter of Mark, the gospel writer is setting the scene and, importantly, ensuring that 
we understand who this Jesus is.  Let’s consider the part we have heard earlier… 

When was the last time you were astounded by something that someone told you or showed 
you? 
I love watching David Attenborough’s nature shows and am often astounded by the beauty or 
quirkiness of God’s created world - enormous ice flows, delicate and stunningly colourful birds, 
and the way it all interacts. 
What causes you to marvel or wonder?? 

When Jesus goes to the synagogue at Capernaum, he was doing nothing out of the ordinary.  
He had been teaching in the region for some time, and it was not unusual for a teacher to enter 
the synagogue. 
What is unusual, it seems, is the nature of his teaching. 
People were “astounded”. 
Jesus’ teaching had “authority” - not like others the people had heard. 
There was something about the story he was telling, the wisdom he was offering, that touched 
people in a special way. 

But more than that… whatever he was saying was both transformative and healing. 
Let’s think about the unnamed man with the unclean spirit. 
First, let’s be clear - the spirit is not described as “evil”, nor is he described as “possessed” in 
the way we might think about those things. 
Second, it seems not to be unusual that this man is present amongst those who are listening to 
Jesus’ teaching.  He comes in the midst of everyone who is present and everything else that is 
happening at the synagogue that day.  So this is not like the man who was condemned to live 
amongst the hills away from everyone else - this man seems to be an everyday part of 
community life. 

And third, we need to unpack how we understand this “spirit” as it is used in the gospel stories.  
Often, the church has been quick to describe these spirits as “other” - some external force that 
makes the person behave badly or differently.  And perhaps it is “other” - but I think that lets us 
off the hook too easily - it allows us to blame something that is beyond our control or choice. 
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One scholar suggests that this “unclean spirit” could describe the general countenance of the 
man - a grumpy, perhaps even angry, man - a spirit that sees the negative side of everything 
and everyone - a spirit that challenges what he doesn’t know with suspicion and hostility.  And 
we know that a spirit like that can completely enfold a person, clenching the heart between its 
teeth.   
And that is hard - it is hard to live with, it is hard to live alongside. 

But this incident in Jesus’ early ministry shows that it does not have to be the end of the story, it 
doesn’t have to be a permanent part of who a person is. 
So whether we understand these spirits as they are described in the gospel stories as 
something “other” or not - in Jesus words and actions, is the offer of healing and transformation. 

This spirit (in Mark 1) recognises a threat in Jesus’ teaching - something that is challenging his 
status quo, something Jesus said is shaking his foundation, perhaps inviting him out of his 
assumptions that have robbed him of peace or love or joy. 
So this spirit challenges Jesus - “What have you to do with us…? Have you come to destroy 
us?” (1:24)  This spirit senses his way of being is under threat - the life he is comfortable with is 
being poked at, rocked even.  And he is afraid. 

This spirit recognises and names Jesus as “the Holy One of God” (1:24) - but not in any sense 
of awe or amazement or wonder, this is fear.  Fear that whatever Jesus is saying or doing is 
going to blow his comfortable, known, world apart. 

And Jesus, confronts the fear, “Be silent… and come out!” (1:25) 
And the spirit leaves - but not without a fight - a wrestle with its host - and gone. 

Aren’t we all a bit like that man some days - grumpy, hostile, suspicious of change, particularly 
when it comes to new ways of thinking about faith?  When our assumptions about God are 
challenged, we become fearful and sometimes even hostile.  There are too many examples of 
churches tying ourselves in knots over issues of infant baptism and how we understand 
communion, who is in and who is out, and that’s before we tackle more recent issues of climate 
change, sexuality or abortion or euthanasia. 
We are all capable of naming Jesus as our Lord and Saviour and still remaining fearful of the 
transformation Jesus wants to bring in our lives and in the life of our family and communities. 
Into this space, Jesus speaks - “be silent” and let go - let go of your fear and hostility and anger 
and allow the love, grace and mercy of God to transform you and the loves of the people around 
you. 
Don’t expect that release to come without a struggle - we all want to hold on to what we know 
and are comfortable with, even when it is sometimes destructive - but it is not until we let go that 
eh transforming love of God can enfold us. 

We don’t know what happened to that man but we are told that the people who saw the 
transformation were also transformed - they were amazed and they spread the story of Jesus’ 
teaching throughout their communities (1:28). 
How do we, as a Christian community in this place, share the wonder and amazement of who 
Jesus is and what God has done? 
In Psalm 111, we have a song of praise - probably an early song for worship as in the Hebrew it 
is an acrostic - each verse begins with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet which makes it easier to 
remember and recite. 
It speaks in amazement at who God is and the amazing things God has done - God’s 
righteousness, God provides food, remembers the relationship (the covenant) with God’s 
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people, offers redemption, continuing to draw people back to God’self.  Being in awe of this God 
is the beginning of wisdom - the foundation for a life that knows peace. 
How do we as a Christian community reflect this amazement and awe of God in how we live 
together and engage with the people around us? 

So some questions to consider today? 
Are you feeling trapped in a spirit of hostility and anger?  I pray for God’s love to release you.  
Perhaps you can seek out trusted friend who will also pray for you and walk with you. 
Do you know of people who are in that space?  Be someone who will pray with them and walk 
alongside them. And perhaps, one day, there will be opportunity for you to invite them to let go 
of whatever it is that is holding them. 

Does the transformation in your life amaze others?  Does the effect of you following Jesus 
cause others to wonder and ask questions?   
When you tell the stories of Jesus, do you tell them with a sense of amazement? 

God of wonder, help us to capture the awe and amazement of who you are, and to share that 
with the world.  Give us courage to let go of fear and anger and to seek you in new and exciting 
ways.  May the people we encounter see our excitement, our amazement, and be drawn to you. 
Amen. 

Rev Kath Merrifield 
31 January 2021 

Kiama Uniting Church
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