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Epiphany 4B

Peace, Seattle

January 29, 2012

Mark 1:21-28

DEEPER HEALING REQUIRED

His name was Scott, and he was, at age 15, one of the newer residents of the Adolescent Cottage at Western State Hospital.  

I considered myself fortunate to land a position there as a full-time “psychiatric child care counselor” for the year between my graduation from PLU and my enrollment at Luther Seminary.  The job helped me support my growing family, and it opened my eyes to the depth to which fragile lives can sink in this world.

The Child Treatment Center at Western was the last stop for most of these kids, who’d tried and failed in other settings, often moving from one program after another, until finally there was no recourse left but the locked unit at Western State.  It was the end of the road.  

Nearly all the boys and girls were there because they presented, in the eyes of the court, a “threat to themselves or others.”  They’d been kicked out or removed from their families.  Some were wards of the state.  Others still had family on paper, but their relationships, often compromised by a history of abuse, made contact infrequent or problematic.  

So we, the staff at the Cottage, became their surrogate family, and the “home” where the majority of them could look forward to spending the rest of their teenage years, until they reached the age of majority.  What would happen then was one big question mark.

Scott had a slight, wiry build, and shoulder length, wavy black hair which he combed in such a way that it fell over half of his face, making it difficult to see whether he was paying attention when you spoke to him, and leaving you with the impression that he was fully capable of hiding something from you if he cared to. 

He aspired to be a musician…a guitarist in the heavy metal vein.  But since the materials that comprise a guitar, like many things in the world outside the cottage, could be easily converted into weapons, Scott’s guitar play was mostly limited to air guitar.  

Unlike John, the psychotic patient on the unit who required 1 to 1 supervision and to whom I was most often assigned, Scott was mostly quiet.

In the last week of my term there, I pulled a shift that had me accompanying the kids to their school on the other side of the sprawling hospital grounds.  At shift report that day, we’d been told Scott was acting up; not threatening others or striking out, but silently engaging in “attention seeking behavior.” We were assured this was a tactic he’d used before and were advised to ignore the behavior as much as possible, while keeping him safe. 

Attention seeking and manipulative behavior was the norm for these kids—a survival mechanism in a world that was hostile to the point of threatening their very existence.  And they were good at it. Learning to tell the difference between words that were genuine and words that were fake was a real challenge.

When we got back from school, and for the rest of the evening, Scott continued to silently struggle. 

Was it a clever attempt at attention seeking, or a genuine cry for help?  Was his behavior primarily psychological or was there a physical cause behind it?  It was beyond my ability to discern. 

That night we towed the line with him, and when I did my last bed check before leaving the cottage at the end of my shift, he seemed to have quieted down.  

But the next morning, when my phone rang, and I heard my supervisor’s voice on the other end, 

I knew something tragic had happened.  ERIK, she said. DURING THE NIGHT SCOTT DIED.

Several decades have passed since my time there at Western State.  But something in today’s gospel story pulled the story of Scott out from the recesses of memory and up to the front.

More than any gospel writer, Mark shows us Jesus’ power to heal and to exorcise.  Of the eighteen miracles recorded in Mark, thirteen have to do with healing and four of the thirteen are exorcisms where evil is sent packing, and the fractured, pieces of broken lives are made whole.  

Today we find Jesus in Capernaum and in the first test of his public ministry.  

The action—and in Mark it’s always about action—unfolds in a sacred place, the synagogue, and at a sacred time, the Sabbath.

The congregation’s reaction to the new preacher is one of astonishment. They’ve never heard anyone like this before!  The authority of his witness is beyond anything they’d ever experienced. 

But the whole scene changes when, suddenly, a man with an unclean spirit enters the room.

The spirit that has taken over this man is not going to wait for Jesus to talk first—it strikes first:

WHAT HAVE YOU TO DO WITH US, JESUS OF NAZARETH? 

HAVE YOU COME TO DESTROY US?

WE KNOW WHO YOU ARE, THE HOLY ONE OF GOD…

…and the hairs on the back of every covered head in that holy place stand up straight.

The challenge is immediate, and so is Jesus’ response.  

MUZZLE YOURSELF! Jesus shouts, COME OUT OF HIM!  

And immediately, the man is free; and this one whose illness has driven him to hopeless, dark places beyond the sphere of community, is brought back into the circle again.

The voices and powers of this world, of every dimension, want a piece of us.  

And sometimes, as in this man in the synagogue, they succeed for a while. 

When powers such as these dominate, there is only one end: tragedy and death.

But above the roar of these deafening demon voices another Voice breaks through, commanding them all to silence, and calling us to his side. It is the Voice of Jesus.

His is a voice of true liberation.   One that frees us from what would hold us captive so we can begin living and loving and serving again.  

The shattering of fragile lives, like Scott’s, may haunt and grieve us, yet we are helpless to role back the clock.  These tragedies are beyond our ability to change or understand.

But the Lord who addresses us today is prepared to go to the mat for every embattled, fragile soul.

By his dying and rising he has shown us that not even death itself is beyond God’s reach to heal.

In a few minutes we’ll be sharing Christ together at his Table; filling up on his life so that we can bear he strength into our relationships and into the world in the week ahead.

And then we’ll leave this space and gather downstairs to talk about Vision, and how we will channel Christ’s presence the community he calls us to serve within and beyond these doors.

We’ll be making some important decisions about our future today.  But alongside each one of the proposals we face, one critical question will rise above the others.

What kind of healing presence is Christ calling us to be today? 

May Jesus, the one who liberate us from all that would bind us, grant us the grace to enter into all our decision making—with a spirit of careful listening, passionate caring, and deep trusting, as we discern God’s will for Peace.

Amen.
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