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Jesus is large and in charge in this early passage in the Gospel of Mark. Mark’s intention here is to show us the authority of Jesus, and one way he does that is by setting this dramatic healing – this exorcism – in the synagogue, where the rabbis would hold the authority by virtue of their learning. There would be other times when Jesus would upstage the religious leaders with his teaching, but on this day he doesn’t get the chance. Before he can say a word, everyone’s attention is drawn to a frightening man – a man apparently possessed by a demon.
Jesus heals this man, and he does it by addressing the demon directly. “Come out of him,” he says to this spirit, and sure enough, it does. The man is free. And what impresses Jesus’ audience is that even the evil spirit recognizes Jesus’ authority – recognizes him as divinely inspired, and obeys when Jesus orders it out of the man’s body. 
In reading and hearing this story, we are dealing with the language of possession, and that can be a problem. Certainly in some parts of the world and some religious traditions, the idea of exorcism – the casting out of evil spirits – is still very real. But our understanding of mental health has come a long way since Jesus’ time, and it probably makes more sense to see this poor tortured man as a person in the grip of a compulsion of some sort. Something is tormenting him, and it’s something inside him.
And maybe it’s a matter of semantics whether we call that a compulsion or an evil spirit, often rendered in translation as an unclean spirit. Whatever it is, it recognizes Jesus’ goodness and loving kindness, and it responds to Jesus’ call by releasing the man from its grip.
Maybe this situation still feels foreign to many of us. But there are some pretty obvious ways people in our own day get bound up in what feels like spirit possession. The hell of advanced drug addiction, for example. The way alcohol consumes lives. These are pretty apparent when you see them, and you wouldn’t wish them on your worst enemy. 
Some possessive spirits, though, are less obvious. They come to us as a function of the times in which we live, and we may not even recognize that we are in thrall to them. So today I want us to notice three kinds of bondage to which we may be susceptible. This is not an exclusive list, but these are three things that sneak up on us and, if we’re not careful, take over and start to run our lives. 
	The first is our hunger for diversion. This is something that is so ingrained in our way of life that it’s difficult even to notice. The fish doesn’t think much about water, and we don’t think much about how continuously stimulated we are, and how we feed that need for diversion. I noticed this first a long time ago. I was at the gas station, pumping gas into my old car, and coming out of the speakers on the gas island was bland classic rock. What struck me was, Mobil Corp. doesn’t trust me to my own thoughts in the three minutes it takes to fill up the gas tank. Or maybe, this company thinks I’m such an idiot that I’ll go stir-crazy with boredom if I don’t have some kind of diversion for those three minutes. 
	This addiction to diversion in our society has only intensified since then. Now that you can have it all – you can know anything you want by doing a quick Google search, you can call anybody in the world from anywhere you are, you can know what your friend from the fourth grade had for breakfast this morning by reading Facebook – what quickly follows is a kind of compulsion to do it all, all the time. A lot of people can’t go ten minutes without checking their e-mail. Teenagers routinely do their homework while they’re watching TV, listening to music, texting and eating, all at once. Grown-ups play Angry Birds until their thumbs are sore. 
	Researchers have looked at the ways electronic diversions exert a particularly strong pull on our attention. An iPad activates the brain’s pleasure centers in ways that a book cannot. It’s no surprise that we get addicted to this kind of diversion. But we need to notice it, to look at how we use our time and recognize that in important things – and by that I mean our relationships with other human beings – there’s no room for multi-tasking. The greatest gift you can give someone is your undivided attention, your deep presence in their company. Certainly Jesus modeled that for us. He was always looking intently at the person in front of him and loving that person.  
	Another spirit that infects our age is an addiction to urgency, the sense that something has to be done right now. Steven Covey, the 7 Habits of Highly Effective People guy, has helped me to understand this better. He explains that some things are urgent, some things are important, but they’re not always the same thing. If your child runs in front of an oncoming car, that’s a situation that is both urgent and important. If somebody calls you on the phone, that’s urgent – that person wants to talk to you right now – but it’s likely not very important. The trick, Covey says, is to spend less time doing things that are simply urgent and more time doing things that are important but not urgent – things like building relationships, tending to your health, planning, evaluating, dreaming, learning. 
	But it’s very easy to get addicted to urgency. In my case, it was one thing that attracted me to the newspaper business – the thrill of seeing events unfold in real time, working against tight deadlines, the adrenaline rush of beating the clock. A lot of businesses reward urgency addiction. Who gets the big promotion – the woman who plans her work and works her plan, then leaves at 5 o’clock with a neat desk? Or the guy who’s still at it well into the evening, up to his elbows in some project, giving the impression of total commitment and sacrifice when in reality he’s taking shortcuts and making trade-offs to get the work done because he has put it off until it’s almost too late? 
	This is not healthy. It strains bodies and minds and our commitments to our family and friends. And yet it’s deeply ingrained in our beat-the-clock culture. The irony is that often we’ll do better work in non-urgent situations. The lesson is to do the important things, and to recognize urgency for what it mostly is – the siren call of adrenaline that pulls us away from what’s really important. 
	We’ve talked about diversion and about urgency. The final unclean spirit I want to call out is our addiction to fear. 
	That seems counterintuitive, doesn’t it? Wouldn’t you rather feel safe and secure than fearful? So how can it be that we are addicted to fear?
	By way of example, think about crime statistics. By nearly every measure, we live in a nation and a world that is a quantum leap safer than, say, a century ago. The overall U.S. crime rate in 2009 was about the same as it was in 1968; the rate of murders is the lowest it has been since 1964. Violent crime has been declining sharply for better than twenty years, and property crimes, like car theft, have been decreasing for thirty. And yet gun sales and home security systems are booming. That’s fear at work.
	This fearfulness plays well on the national stage as well. It’s an entrenched part of political rhetoric, and you can see for example the Republican presidential candidates elbowing each other to show who’s the tough guy against Iran and North Korea and terrorists of all stripes. Certainly our nation has security interests to protect, and it’s the federal government’s job to keep us safe internationally. But the Defense Department’s yearly budget is around $680 billion, about 20 percent of all federal spending, more than all other discretionary spending combined. Fear drives a lot of budget decisions. 
	I don’t know where all this fear comes from. The cynic in me thinks that we the people can be manipulated quite easily through fear. I hope we can see through that during the presidential campaign this fall, that it will be a contest of ideas and not fear-mongering. But I also think it’s all too easy to fall into an us-versus-them attitude in a lot of things, and almost always that devolves into fear. That’s one reason, for example, that it’s important for Christians to be in dialogue with people of other faiths, and to recognize that God watches over us all.
	Diversion. Urgency. Fear. Is it too much to say that we can be held hostage by these things? Is it such a leap to see there the action of unclean spirits that hold us in shackles?
	But there is good news, and it comes as we see Jesus assert his authority in this scripture from Mark. Just as he was that day in the synagogue, in our time and in our lives Jesus is large and in charge. Recognizing the spirits that hold us fast, that hold us back from a fuller and richer and holier life, is only the first step. Today we’ve done some of the work of recognizing those spirits. What’s next is to know that the power of God as we know it in Christ can free us from all of these forms of bondage. 
We can start to make incremental changes that bring us to that holier place. We can notice what happens when we multi-task too much or prioritize things over people, notice the scattered and hollow feeling that produces. We can catch ourselves procrastinating and seeking the thrill of urgency. We can examine rationally those things that cause us to be fearful. 
And in all of these places, we can invite the voice of the Savior – Jesus’ voice that speaks with authority to everything that holds us in thrall to sin – invite that voice to call us to our better selves, to become the persons God is hoping we become. When Jesus speaks, the unclean spirits sit up and take notice. And at last, in ways large and small, we can call ourselves free.
Thanks be to God! Amen.
