
Sermon by Deenabandhu Manchala
With power or authority?
Mark 1: 21-28 (I Corinthians 8:1-13)
1 February 2009

Many of us work for bosses, even though some of us are bosses ourselves. There are those that we fear and
there are those we respect. We fear some for what their power can do and undo, make and unmake us. We
respect some others for their honesty, integrity and attitudes. With some we force ourselves to be good and
with some others we want to be good. While those we fear because of their power are prone to abuse and
misuse, those that we respect and adore are capable of healing and transforming our lives and situations
around. This is exactly what the text is all about as it presents Jesus in the synagogue in Capernaum as one
who taught and spoke with authority which the scribes could not. What could have made the difference?
Some years ago, in a remote village in India on a summer evening I had an interesting roadside conversation
with a bunch of young people. Since I was there they felt motivated to talk about the hand of God in situations
of human suffering. During the discussion, one of them said plainly, "Man thinks of God because he is afraid
of danger and death." That statement threw me out of gear and kept me thinking the rest of the evening and
many days that followed. In fact it became a lens through which I saw and analyzed my own religiosity and of
others around me - Christians, Hindus, Muslims.
Isn't it true that the consciousness of our own vulnerabilities, fragility, our fears and anxieties, and our
problems and worries are often the motivation, if not the sole purpose, of our desire to take God seriously?
Isn't it true that our prayers are often driven by these concerns? Isn't it also true that much of religion of
whatever brand, especially the popular forms of Christianity, is often wrapped, presented and received in a
language of power, with images of God as invincible, all powerful, destructive, angry, fearful, demanding?
Institutionalized expressions of religion have always terrorized, intimidated, and manipulated our minds, lives
and relationships, to the extent of subjugating ourselves to the authority of their custodians. In spite of these
images of God as powerful and vengeful, the biblical faith also presents to us a God who is loving and kind,
compassionate and merciful, and a God who liberates, heals and restores. The gospels present to us a different
reason to be in relationship with God. John warns the Pharisees and Sadducees who came to him to be
baptized: "You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Instead, bear fruit worthy of
repentance." Martin Luther speaks of contrition and attrition. Contrition is the deep anguish and pain of
breaking relationships with others and God because of our irresponsible actions whereas attrition is the fear of
the consequences of such actions. This is the difference that Mark and Luke try to make between the scribes
and Jesus, between Law and gospel, and power and authority. While one condemns and demands obedience,
the other liberates and restores with authority.
Jesus is presented as one speaking with authority, not as scribes do, who perhaps with the arrogance of power
that their positions have bestowed, could not heal the man possessed by the demon. Authority is the inner
strength or energy that comes from deep within, through a life of conviction and commitment, through
integrity of words and actions, preaching and practice, and one's doing and being. While power intimidates
and demands obedience, authority is the courage to speak to the powers. In his conversation with disciples,
Jesus rejects power that dominates and opts for one that serves, heals and transforms. To that extent, as all the
three gospels record the dramatic account of Jesus, at the beginning of his ministry, being tempted by the devil
in the Judean wilderness, tempted by the attractions of power, wealth and fame. He rejects all of it and opts
instead for the cross, for the hard, torturous and essentially human path of struggle and suffering to the cross.
It is not that he loved self-mortification but he rejects the devil and all that it represents. Therefore the demon
asks, "What have to do with us? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the holy one of God".
This is the challenge of the gospel to us to live differently, to find alternatives and to live in ways that affirm
and celebrate the purposes of life that God intends for each one of us.
Paul writes to the Corinthians, "Knowledge puffs up but love builds". Knowledge is power and this power in
the hands of selfish and abusive powers destroys everything. It destroys the environment, the earth and all its
resources, wages wars and manufactures weapons to kill, and violates the lives and rights of others. But those
who care, love and respect life and all its diversity sustain life. I was in Belem, Brazil last week participating
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in a conference on the theme of water, earth and ecology which was informed by the attitudes of respect and
responsibility that the Indigenous people have towards the earth and its resources. While our modern science
and technology have brought us to the brink of an ecological disaster, these communities continue to strive
hard to sustain the earth and its dependants.
We may not come across people possessed by demons like the way the people of the bible did, or some others
in some situations continue to see. In fact, many of us do not believe in demon possessions. But if we
understand demon possession as any obsession /captivity that destroys us and those around us, we must
realize that we too are in the grip of several demons - demons of consumerism, self- obsession, and of greed
for power and wealth, for fame and recognition and for safety and security. We are indeed in the grip of forces
that diminish our capacity to be human, to live, to laugh and let others do the same, the way God intends to
everyone. Let us examine ourselves and think of those we know who love money, power and luxuries. Let us
think about the consequences of this captivity. Are we happy? Are they happy?
Therefore the Lord speaks with authority, authority to the powers that diminish that spark of life. He heals and
restores the man possessed by a demon. Healing is not meeting the victim with band aid. This act of Jesus also
presents to us healing not as merely attending to the victim by the roadside but actively confronting the
agencies that cause suffering and sickness. Healing is also teaching and speaking words that soothe, restore,
and effect change. Harsh words, angry words, abusive words kill. But words of love and compassion, heal,
encourage, and rebuild lives and communities. Healing to that extent is a prophetic ministry. It is being
courageous enough to confront the demons in our midst and in our lives.
Authority is based on a logic that is different from the logic of power. Jesus said, 'the first will be last and the
last will be first'. 'If someone slaps you on the right, turn the other cheek'. 'I have come not to be served but to
serve.' 'He who wants to follow me, will have to renounce power and wealth'. Paul writes to the Philippians
that Jesus, although he was the son of God, humbled himself and became obedient unto death. Jesus'
obedience to God meant defiance of powers that dominate, occupy and destroy. Even as churches in some
situations have had the courage to hold the powers accountable and are able to be the conscience keepers of
the society, in many situations, right through the history, they have failed to be prophetic, to speak with
authority and courage because they are often led by the same logic of power and power interests. I know of
some of my own friends who have lost that courage to differ because of their submission to the benefits of
obedience to powers that dominate and control.
Paul also writes to the Romans to overcome evil with good. Violence breeds more violence. The logic of
violence only makes violence endless. The military aggression in Gaza, Sri Lanka and in many other places is
likely to cause more violence and destruction of innocent lives. The man possessed by the demon cried out,
"What have you to do with us? Have you come to destroy us?" Yes, Overcome evil with goodness, violent
power with moral authority, and the destructive capacities of knowledge with love, care and respect. In
situations where ill will and negative energies destroy and diminish life, let us speak with authority that comes
with a sense of profound love and respect for God, for those around us, and for all that God created and
continues to create, even through us. Amen.
__________________________
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