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“In an Instant”
Deuteronomy 18:15-20 & Mark 1:21-28
It’s hard for me not to talk about Hanu.  He was born on December 10, 2008.  Today marks the 52nd day of his existence as a puppy.  It is our 19th day together but it feels much longer.

We are both on a steep learning curve.  I’ve made a few blunders along the way.  What I have come to realize is that it will take time for Hanu to learn not to poop and pee in the house and not to chew on the furniture and my shoes.

There are no quick fixes.  I’ve let go of any thought of instantaneous changes in his potty or teething habits.  I know it will take time.  

Hanu has the time.  I seem to be short on time these days.

Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark is about time.  Mark’s account of Jesus’ life may be the shortest in the Bible.  It includes a collection of stories that depict Jesus as being almost constantly active and on the move.  

For Mark the Greek word meaning immediately or at once or then occurs forty times in sixteen chapters.  (The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Metzger & Murphy, New York:  Oxford University Press, 1991, page 47, NT)  As such his healing of the man with an unclean spirit is immediate.  There is no delay.  In an instant the man is healed or so it would seem.
For Mark, Jesus is revealed as one who speaks and acts with God’s authority.  But it is an authority that, in one sense, was not conferred upon Jesus in an instant.

When Jesus was twelve years old his parents took him to Jerusalem for the Passover.  It is said that he “grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.” (Luke 2:40) 

It is also said that “Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.”  (Luke 2:52)  Even before he begins his ministry Jesus finds himself in the wilderness for forty days and forty nights.  It is a time of preparation.  

Whatever may be said about Mark’s account of Jesus’ life, one thing is clear.  When Jesus healed the man with an unclean spirit he did so after days, weeks, months and years had gone by.
What may appear to be an instantaneous healing was really the result of years of preparation.   That is a lesson worth heeding.  
In any number of ways we spend our lives wanting everything immediately – in an instant.  We want to be cured of our illnesses; set free from the troubles in our lives – now.  We want someone in authority to make that possible for us.

A few weeks ago we learned that there are proposals being considered by our political leaders that are intended to help balance the budget of the State of Hawaiʻi.  In order for that to happen cuts are being made that will affect tens of thousands of residents.

Mental health professionals are especially aware of the massive cuts that are being made in the services they provide.  I asked Auntie Edie Kapiko about that one day.  Auntie Edie is a member of our church and is now retired from her work in mental health.  

“Is it possible,” I asked her, “for those with mental illness to get by on three and a half hours of contact to each month get well?”  

Auntie said, “No.  It will be difficult for many who have been receiving more time.”

Melissa Gray, a stay-at-home mother of five children, shared her thoughts about her oldest daughter who has special needs.  “She has been diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder,” she said.  “Raising a child with autism is not easy.”  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Advent/Christmas/Epiphany, February 1, 2009, page 110)

Melissa pointed out:  “In Jesus’ day, disorders such as autism, epilepsy, and mental illnesses were lumped into the general category of ʻdemon possession’ or ʻunclean spirits.’  Because of the social stigma created by this misunderstanding, people suffered not only from the symptoms of the disorders but from alienation and shame that accompanied them.  Thankfully the evolving medical world has helped us realize the true nature of these disorders.”  (Op. cit.)

It would be unfair for us to place upon Jesus the assumption that he received training in mental health and that he was able to diagnose the condition of the man with the unclean spirit.  But I imagine those forty days and forty nights in the wilderness was worth a semester of psychology classes.
The one quality that I would say was evident in his life and throughout his ministry was his compassion.  Jesus was able to empathize with the man with the unclean spirit and in doing so the man was able to undergo the process of his own healing.
We may be inclined after a quick reading of Mark to imagine that the healing of the man with the unclean spirit was an immediate and miraculous occurrence.  Whether or not it was a healing that happened in an instant, Mark is primarily concerned about demonstrating Jesus’ authority to speak and act.  The emphasis is upon the power of Jesus’ teaching and not necessarily upon our desire for instant healing.

It would seem that the world thrives on power and authority. But often such power and authority is for self-gain and at the expense of  others. 

The power and authority that comes to us as people of faith is intended to empower each of us to reach out in word and deed – to teach and heal in ways that restore and build up individuals and communities.  As we come to the table that has been set for us to share in the bread and the cup, we are reminded that it is through the brokenness of Christ that we are made whole.

Mahalo Ke Akua!  Amen.
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