Exorcising Negativity
Mark 1:21-28


Every once in a while I run across a person who absolutely drives me crazy.  I don’t mean the kind of craziness that is momentary and fleeting; no, this is the type of person who gets under my skin, pushes my buttons and brings the devil out in me.  
Honestly, I think I remember every one of them by name and in my entire life, I count only six.  Fortunately, I’ve never been related to any of them and so far none of them are here!  Two of them were in college with me, two were in past churches I served, and two worked with me on denominational committees.  Each of them had the rare and effective ability to make me turn ugly.


Now I’m not proud of my character weakness; I realize it’s not even honorable for a lifelong peacemaker to want to strangle someone.  But I will say, I doubt I will ever be able to reconcile with these six people, not only because of the dramas that took place in the past, but because I will likely avoid even a chance meeting with them.  And I do that for good reason: I don’t like them and they don’t like me!

Now I might give them plenty of reasons not to like me.  I’m far from perfect.  What pushed my buttons, however, was the chronic negativity that each of these individuals displayed over anything I did, anything I suggested, and anything I wanted to do or them to do.  I realize personalities do clash and not everyone will be your buddy in life, but it is rare when I cannot seem to find any common ground with (and any charitable feelings toward) people who think differently than me.      

But longstanding, chronic, consistent, malevolent negativity will do it to me every time (or at least six times, anyway).  For some reason, my fuse has been cut short on that one and I lose it.  Maybe that’s what these individuals intended.  They won the battle because they could push me over the brink of sanity.  I’ve been told that you can take a perfectly upbeat, rosy-outlook, optimistic Polly-Anna of a person like me and put them in a room with a caustic, hard-nosed, irascible cynic, and the jaded cynic will claim a convert every time.  Negativity is a dark powerful force that can destroy the sunniest of Polly-Annish dispositions.  
Frankly, it’s not just my personal Achilles Heel.  Negativity is a problem in the workplace; it’s a killer on a sports team; it’s deadly in the PTA, the Rotary Club, the Senior Center, and in virtually any institution and organization we participate in.  It destroys the love in a family.  

It’s especially devastating to a church, mosque, or synagogue, where people expect decency, kindness, hopefulness, and charity of spirit.  There, negative people can poison the atmosphere of meetings, they can kill momentum of projects, they can discourage constructive change.  They can rob others of spirit; they can turn people against each other; they can make a community resistant to change, and ultimately distrusting of each other.  It’s not that negative people want things to change for the better; rather, their negativity tries to keep people satisfied with their discontent.  

In a way, I think negativity is what Jesus encountered in this story from Mark.  It’s dramatized as a demonic spirit that seeks to counter what Jesus is up to in his ministry and mission, but I think what it demonstrates is the malaise and jaded spirit that has grabbed hold of a setting—one that is resistant to change and reacts to and complains about the prospects and hope that Jesus generated in his teachings.  

 The reason I interpret it this way is because throughout the Gospel of Mark, demonic exorcisms are never simply about individuals who are possessed with a foreign malevolent spirit.  Instead, just like it was with every recorded miracle by Jesus, it was representative of something more.  Demon possession represented a power that controlled the minds and hearts of people—a state of mind that people were stuck in.  The demon-possessed person often represented one who was bound by a destructive, self-defeating force in life.  
Jesus’ act of deliverance freed people from being defeated by a power greater than their own imagination, greater than their own willpower, greater than their own capacity to dream of what life could be like when they are delivered from a sense of hopelessness and defeatism in life.  The spirit of negativity would rise up and snap at people when God’s Spirit and appeal for justice and love and mercy were made real.  

Most of us would recognize this kind of debilitating spirit in those who are deeply cynical and distrusting in life.  Or those who are so narrow-minded, convinced they’re right, that they never bother to listen to the thoughts and perspectives of others or ever leave their minds open to other possibilities.  Whenever a new idea is brought up, they are the first ones to shoot it down; whenever someone challenges the status quo, they are the ones to resist change.  When they encounter new people, they are likely to be distrustful and reluctant to enthusiastically embrace them.  In other words, it’s a negative mindset that expresses little joy and appreciation of life as they experience it, one they want validated and taken seriously by others, and one that reacts to the enthusiasm of others with criticism, usually refusing to cooperate with those who are trying to make things better.

As I said, the power of negativity in organizations is immense, whether in business, education, or volunteer settings, such as the church.  It often takes a dedicated counter-response to effectively overcome it and negate it.  The story, as we have it in Mark, has Jesus beginning his mission by teaching in a Capernaum synagogue.  If you recall last week’s sermon, you recall the religious setting may not have been a familiar place for the disciples Jesus called, fishermen as they were, and so it’s possible that when Jesus taught, he was interpreting the sacred teachings of their tradition in an entirely new way—a way that was immediately applicable and relevant to their Galilean world—a way that was meaningful to fisherman and other non-religious people, challenging in particular the economic and social order that made life hard on them. 
I can imagine this scene quite easily.  Jesus’ radical, out-of-the-box, thinking apparently tread on the sacred space of the scribes, who were custodians of the tradition and responsible for interpreting the faith and its teachings to the faithful.
As we’re told, when Jesus spoke, listeners were “astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.”  We can imagine how compelling it may have been to hear ancient texts come alive, to have a compelling guest preacher stand up and name the pain of their daily lives, to articulate the relevancy of their faith in the current world, and to have their appreciation of God be more than an ancient relic of belief that one held onto for the sake of upholding tradition.  
At the same time, I can equally imagine those who might take offense at this: those who weren’t familiar with this relative newcomer, those who were the standard-bearers of the synagogue who would be disturbed that some upstart would usurp their role and challenge their authority—those who had a stake in keeping things status quo.  
“What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?”  Have you come to challenge us, upset us, ridicule us, scorn us?  Who are you?  Oh, yes!  You’re a wise guy who thinks he knows better—oh, most holy man of God!
Who was the demon-possessed man representing—whose thoughts was he voicing?  Those who were eager to have new insights and relevancy for their faith?  Or was he meant to represent the establishment: the scribes and the standard-bearers of the synagogue, who felt threatened by Jesus’ audacity to challenge their authority?  

Again, I can well imagine that Jesus took the teachings of Moses and the prophets and instead of celebrating the glory days of the past, took them and applied them to current issues, as with how the Romans and the Herodians were making life difficult for local fishermen with unfair taxes, or peasant farmers were losing their land and property to rich landowners in foreclosure, or lepers, or paralytics, or the blind, or anyone with life-threatening illnesses had no access to healthcare and were cast to the margins of society where no one would have to deal with them.  
The message would have been: Wait!  The God of Israel does care about these things and wants you to find justice in life.  The insinuation would have been, where was the moral voice of the synagogue then when it really counted in their villager’s lives? 
This kind of hopeful audacity on Jesus’ part would have invited negative complaints from those who were afraid of what this kind of teaching might do.  What happens when the religious communities stand up for what is right, for justice, for fairness, for mercy in society?  In a couple of chapters later, Jesus is accused of being possessed by a demon himself—so desperate they were to undercut him.  In the drama of the moment, I can well imagine they countered everything Jesus said with dissent: what if he can’t deliver, or what if he raises their hopes and it ends up destroying them, or what if this man is a false prophet and God doesn’t really care about them after all?

I don’t know.  I think we’ll have to ponder that a little more.  But I’m challenged by the fact that Jesus’ disciples came not from within the synagogue, but from outside of it.  The ones who needed to be exorcised of their negativity over just about everything were from inside organized religion, not outside of it.  The scribes and the Pharisees needed to be exorcised of their cynicism and reinforcement of a faith that was more about the past than the present, that allowed itself to became too irrelevant and impotent to make a real difference—a sanctuary that kept things always the same—the same thinking, the same emphases, the same interpretations, the same prayers, the same songs, the same applications, the same rituals, the same holidays, the same, safe religious life that simply accepted the status quo as it was and kept the same people in the same place doing the same things.
When Jesus taught, he taught as an outsider.  “What is this?  A new teaching—with authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits and they obey him!”  

Isn’t that precisely what needs to happen every time we become too comfortable with the status quo?  
Shouldn’t the demons of cynicism and negativity be exorcised?  Shouldn’t Jesus do an exorcism on us when we’re too distrustful of anything new, too tired, too jaded, too lazy, and too complacent with the way things are?  Or maybe he needs to make a ruckus when we’ve become too enamored with years of harmony and peace so that we keep ourselves safely out of the conflicts and pressing issues of the day-to-day world?  Do we need to be shaken up and delivered from the demons of negativity that hide within familiar and conventional beliefs and perspectives, that don’t challenge our thinking or our morals or our actions, but affirms who we are until the day we die without a new thought in our heads or a new passion in our lives?  When Jesus exorcises those demons of negativity, he offers a new spirit to come in and take over.   
For those who were (and are) delivered from their negativity, a lightness of being takes over and imaginations begin to spark again, enthusiasm begins to build, courage starts to be found, passion for doing something significant in life begins to rise, and faith and hope came alive!  Jesus represented something new, just like the demon-possessed man represented something that needed to change.  Jesus had the power to exorcise negativity and changed their world.
Maybe we all need a little exorcism in our lives in order to overcome negativity and cynicism that has taken root within us.  Maybe we need to pray it away, open our life to new experiences that give us a change of heart—something to inspire and fire up the imagination, something to stir the soul.  

Whatever it is may be what transforms you toward being a more spiritually enthusiastic and purpose-filled individual.  You and I come to church not to escape the outside world, but because we care about it so much more (and work together to do something about it).  It could be what it takes to spark some enthusiasm in us.  It could be the very thing that keeps our church and mission dynamic and changing, responsive to the current times and needs of each generation.  It could be the hope for those outside of the church to see that religious people do make a positive contribution and difference in this world.  
Exorcising negativity could well be a start.  And it will start with Jesus.
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