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Explorers Sunday school 
Trinity United Methodist Church 

Beaumont, Texas 
 

Season After Epiphany (January 6 – Ash Wednesday, February 17) 
 

Color of the Season: green, for growing 
 

 
 

Epiphany:  
 

a flash of understanding  

in a prepared mind 
 
 

Sunday, January 31, 2021 
Text for today, Mark 1:21-28, The Message 

 
Lesson:  “Jesus, Interrupted” 
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Mark 1:21-28 The Message 
 

Then they entered Capernaum. When the Sabbath arrived, Jesus lost no 
time in getting to the meeting place. He spent the day there teaching. 
They were surprised at his teaching—so forthright, so confident—not 
quibbling and quoting like the religion scholars. 
 
Suddenly, while still in the meeting place, he was interrupted by a man 
who was deeply disturbed and yelling out, “What business do you have 
here with us, Jesus? Nazarene!  I know what you’re up to! You’re the 
Holy One of God, and you’ve come to destroy us!” 
 
Jesus shut him up: “Quiet! Get out of him!” The afflicting spirit threw 
the man into spasms, protesting loudly—and got out. 
 
Everyone there was incredulous, buzzing with curiosity. “What’s going 
on here? A new teaching that does what it says? He shuts up defiling, 
demonic spirits and sends them packing!”  News of this traveled fast 
and was soon all over Galilee. 

 
Note the composure of Jesus—his keenness to teach, his calm unrattled by 
interruption, his core so effortlessly able to shift from teaching to confronting, his 
authority complete. If Jesus worked his public ministry like, for three years, through 
his earthly body, think of the cumulative impact of the earthly bodies of his 
followers, filled with and used by the Holy Spirit! Think of the possibilities, for a 
hurting world. “Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful, and kindle in us 
the fire of your love.” 
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As to his authority, faith-blogger Elizabeth Myer of SALT notes this:  
 

In Mark's crackling account, not only do Simon, Andrew, James and 
John recognize Jesus’ authority “immediately” — an “unclean spirit” 
does, too, confronting Jesus as a threat and naming him as “the Holy 
One of God.” This confrontation serves as the iconic launch of Jesus’ 
public ministry, and so Mark’s message is clear: Jesus comes into the 
world as a healing liberator in direct, authoritative opposition to the 
death-dealing forces of evil and ruin in the world. 

 

For me, the next two passages describe the tension: 
 

 
When God began to create heaven and earth,  

and the earth then was welter and waste  
and darkness over the deep  

and God’s breath hovering over the waters,  
God said, “Let there be light.” 

 
Genesis 1:1-3 

 
  

[But] still our ancient foe 
doth seek to work us woe; 

his craft and power are great, 
and armed with cruel hate, 
on earth is not his equal.  

 

- Martin Luther, ca. 1529 

 
 
1) Creator-Spirit, breathing life.  
 
2) In opposition, afflicting spirits, wallowing in welter and waste. Their death-dance 
seeps into humans, who seem to be disconcertingly porous.   
 
In 2008 I attended a day-lecture by Dr. William J. Abraham, Albert Cook Outler 
Professor of Wesley studies at Perkins School of Theology.  A native of Ireland and 
graduate of Oxford University, he works as a philosophical and systematic 
theologian, in conversation with Wesley and Methodist tradition.   
 
He describes himself as a Pietist, an 18th century Methodist who believes that the 
Holy Spirit is indispensable to our study and understanding of Biblical texts.   
 
[“Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful.”] 
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In his presentation Dr. Abraham is a sprightly treasure. With his Irish accent, and 
looking like this, how could he be otherwise? 
 

 
 
The title of his presentation that long-ago but well-remembered day: “Fig Leaves, 
Families, and Pharaohs: the Theology of Genesis.”  Part of his enormous gift for 
educating is this kind of humor, coupled with startling seriousness.  For instance, 
not long into the lecture he stated that the core problem for humans is we’ve 
decided (having been lied to by a nasty little serpent called Satan) that God is not 
on our side, and the only way to get dignity and fullness of humanity is to take 
charge, to take things into our own hands. Having thus fallen into distrust and “do 
it ourselves,” we unravel. Wickedness, sin, rebellion, malfunction, misery, 
corruption, evil, hubris, arrogance spread through all creation.  Lord, have mercy. 
 
He stated he can’t stand silly, sentimental views of the world. He says we have to 
take account of evil. We live in a half-finished world. The more we’re free to 
discover how the world works, the more we have to take responsibility.  We’re 
faced with deep, serious choices. He said demonic forces must be treated with 
radical seriousness.  
 
Then the part where I dropped my pen: He’s witnessed exorcisms, and performed 
one himself.  The evil, he says, is real. 
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He offered counterpoint, saying that the opposite of demonic possession is 
transfiguration, where an individual can be so intoxicated by the presence of God 
that the individual glows, like Moses’ face when Moses had been in God’s 
presence. The person glows, the room where he or she is is filled with light.  This is 
rare, he said, but it happens. 
 
Which brings us directly back to what happened one day in a synagogue in first-
century Capernaum.  Mark paints a scene of shadowy menace:  
 
Afflicting spirits have nested in a poor unnamed man. We are not told what chaos 
is at work in him or whether anyone’s noticed. All we know is, he’s in the 
synagogue. (Hint: ‘tis good to be in the house of the Lord.) 
 
Unfortunately for the spirits and their plans, a quick-eyed rabbi shows up.   
 
So interesting that the congregation feels the light Jesus brings, but they seem blind 
to the spirits opposing him, until the very moment of the confrontation.  
 
Whereas the holy Nazarene and the afflicting spirits see each other very clearly 
indeed. 

 
The spirits are oh so angry at being exposed. Themselves, and their agenda: to take 
human emotion and darken it, twist it until … ruin, welter and waste.   
 
But Jesus, present at Creation, has other ideas. 

 

And though this world with devils filled 
should threaten to undo us, 

we will not fear for God has willed 
his truth to triumph through us.  

 
–Martin Luther 
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I’m remembering Cain, firstborn of Adam and Eve. In our Judeo-Christian creation 
story, the unraveling begins early. I’m remembering how rage wove its tendrils in 
Cain.  How the wound festered. How God said to Cain, “I see your suffering. How 
it darkens and twists.  Afflicting spirits will always lurk at your tent flap. You have 
power to resist them, if you will.” Cain chose not to resist.  But we can. Like the 
man in the synagogue, we can stand in the Light, endure the exit-spasms of angry 
spirits, and emerge stronger. It’s a process that starts young! I will now brag on my 
granddaughter. 
 
Scene: 
 
Shepard, having learned to sit up, is near his sister Amelia, age 2½.  Experimenting 
with where he ends and she begins, he snatches the pacifier out of her mouth and 
puts it in his.  There is a howl of righteous indignation!  But Sister refrains from 
retaliation.  She simply removes her property from his mouth and puts it back in 
hers.  Her mother commends her restraint.   
 
Still, Amelia cannot resist a last word. Her muffled summary says it all:   
 

“He took it out my mouf.” 
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After the example of Dr. Billy Abraham, I will now shift from smiles to serious.  
As we must. 
 
#264 in our United Methodist Hymnal is called “Silence, Frenzied, Unclean Spirit”.  
 
UM Discipleship Ministries notes that few if any hymns talk about casting out 
demons, and that ordained minister Thomas Troeger wrote this one in 1984 to 
address that gap.  
 

“It reads and sings as if a dramatic play is unfolding before your eyes.” 
 

[Pause to ponder the scene at our Capitol on January 6.] 
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Here are Troeger’s words. I recommend reading them aloud, then again, maybe 
even again, to honor what wants to be heard: 

 
"Silence, frenzied, unclean spirit!" 

cried God's healing Holy One. 
"Cease your ranting! Flesh can't bear it; 

flee as night before the sun." 
At Christ's words the demon trembled, 

from its victim madly rushed, 
while the crowd that was assembled 

stood in wonder, stunned and hushed. 
 

Lord, the demons still are thriving 
in the gray cells of the mind: 

tyrant voices, shrill and driving, 
twisted thoughts that grip and bind, 
doubts that stir the heart to panic, 

fears distorting reason's sight, 
guilt that makes our loving frantic, 

dreams that cloud the soul with fright. 
 

Silence, Lord, the unclean spirit 
in our mind and in our heart; 

speak your word that when we hear it, 
all our demons shall depart. 

Clear our thought and calm our feeling; 
still the fractured, warring soul. 
By the power of your healing 

make us faithful, true, and whole. 
 
When Carol Doran wrote the music to go with Troeger’s words, she did something 
very interesting:   
 

• In the first half of each stanza, the melody is resolute, portraying 
the authority of Jesus. At the same time, the harmony is 
dissonant, depicting the struggle.  

 

• In the conclusion of each stanza, the music is lyrical, a victory-
dance for Jesus and the wholeness he gives. 

 
Carol’s tone-weaving of authority, struggle, and victory is a perfect fit.  However, it 
takes a congregation both risk-taking and resolute to sing it! I found a YouTube and 
gave it a listen.  Wow.  Just, wow. 
 

 One posted comment:   This tune sounds bad!   
 Reply:     That’s the idea. 
 
This is what we’re up against, and it behooves us to face it.   
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Face it, and keep smiling! 
 
 
 
Scene: 
 

An immature yellow-rumped warbler flutters and taps at the windowpane.  Her 
small but feisty self doesn’t make as much racket as the thick-billed redbird who 
launched an assault on our windows some years ago:  
 
Mrs. Cardinal kept up the siege for weeks, agitation of jackhammer and pregnant 
pauses. Egged on by her mate, she was unmoved by knocking, yelling, scary 
pictures taped to the windows, dousing with the hose… 
 
Just when we couldn’t take any more, she quit. As the old joke has it: “What’s that 
noise??” ‘Tis blessed silence.  Silence, frenzied, unclean spirit!  
 
At least the warbler is quiet in her derangement.  Quiet but persistent.  Lately her 
attention has shifted from house-windows to my husband’s truck.  The chrome, the 
glass, whatever offers an infuriating image of “that other bird, which must be 
undone.” 
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One more scene: 
 
I’m visiting a friend. Her cat is in huddled on the carpet, in the shadows, facing 
away. Yesterday he had a frenzied set-to with a neighbor cat. Today, his nose is 
slashed, his appetite gone.  He doesn’t move.  (“You don’t tug on Superman’s cape, 
you don’t spit in the wind…”)  
 
When my lap appears, he weakly rises and approaches.  Summoning strength for 
“up”, he gingerly arranges himself on my knees. He begins an odd, ragged purr— 
a spasm of body and spirit.  
 
As the humans murmur above his head, he settles into silence. To him I am 
“stillness in the meeting place”.  
 
Sometime later he leaves my lap and wobbles toward his dinner bowl. My black 
leggings are frosted with fur.  
 
For complete healing, he still had to go to the vet. A holistic approach! 
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Clear thoughts and calm feelings from 

Phoebe 
Reminder:  These lessons are archived at  
https://trinityumcbeaumont.org/family-resources 
 
Monthly prayer calendar available at 
https://trinityumcbeaumont.org/monthlyprayercalendar  
 
 
P.S. More food for thought from our SALT-blogger Elizabeth Myer: 
 
 

Any number of death-dealing forces today are often experienced as 
"possession" or being "caught up" in dynamics that far exceed our 
intentions or control. Think of how addiction overwhelms individuals 
and families; how racism and white supremacy shape-shift over time; 
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how anger consumes; how envy devours; or how all of us, even against 
our will, are complicit in the climate crisis (as 2020 ties for the hottest 
global year on record). We may or may not call addiction or racism or 
the sexual objectification of women “demons,” but they are most 
certainly demonic. They move through the world as though possessed of 
a kind of cunning. They resist our best attempts to overcome them.  
And as we make those attempts, the experience can be less like figuring 
out an equation and more like wrestling with a beast. 
 
And so for Mark, Jesus comes into the world to wrestle with these 
shape-shifting beasts. The word “salvation” comes from the Latin salvus, 
which means “health” — and in Mark, Jesus’ idea of salvation isn’t to 
give us a ticket to a heavenly land in the sweet by-and-by, but rather to 
bring new health into our lives and communities today. For the sake of 
all people and the whole of creation, the death-dealing forces around us 
must be confronted and, ultimately, overcome. To follow Jesus is to join 
him in just this kind of confrontation, to speak and act with boldness 
and clarity, to heal and liberate with our words and at the same time 
with our deeds. As Mark tells it, when Jesus says to James and John, 
“Follow me,” he means follow him into the fray, into the shadows, into 
the menace itself. He means follow him into the work of building up 
from the ruins, of freeing the captives, of salvation (health!) in that sweet 
by-and-by, sure, but also and especially in the immediate here and now. 
 

 
 

Carl Heinrich Bloch, “Get Thee Hence, Satan.” 


