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A Homily by         “What does Jesus’s casting out demons have to do with us?” 
The Rev’d Jo Popham              Fourth Sunday after Epiphany 

January 31, 2021 
Mark 1:21-28 

 
What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? asked the demon who possessed the 

man in the synagogue.   

We might well ask: “What does this have to do with us?” How can we identify with 

today’s Gospel? What experience do we 21st century Christians have with demonic 

possession? Or with exorcism for that matter? Most of us only have heard of demonic 

possession in the Bible. I wonder if we can identify with that poor demented man? 

What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? I suggest that Jesus’s answer to us is: 

Everything! Jesus has everything to do with us!  

Jesus confronted a number of demons. And there was a commonality among those 

demons. They caused self-destructive behavior, the victim felt trapped, and the demons 

separated the victims from normal living in their family circles. When we think in those 

terms, then we do have a great deal in common with the stories of demonic possession. 

What might prevent us from becoming who God wants us to be? Are we surrounded – 

dare I say possessed – by as many or more demons than Jesus encountered? Do these 

demons cause us to be out of control – perhaps lose our identities – even cause us to not 

be in our right minds? Sadly, not being in control is the human condition. Have there 

been times in our own lives when we felt out of control?  

My last case as chaplain to a hospital psych unit was more than 20 years ago. It was 

the last week of my 400 hours of Clinical Pastoral Education not far from our home on 

the eastern shore of Maryland. I was blessed to work in the ER and the psych ward.1 My 

peers were frustrated because they rarely had the opportunity to form relationships with 

their patients, because generally people were in and out of the hospital in a few days. I 

got to follow those who were admitted from the ER on my watch for however long they 
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were hospitalized. But even more beneficial to my education and, I pray, to my psych 

patients’ health, was the policy that they stayed at least 30 days. My patient was a young 

man in his 30’s who was being treated for bi-polar disease. His medicine had been 

adjusted and readjusted. And it was hugely successful. He too had been terribly 

destructive, just like the man with the unclean spirit. He had been trapped by his 

psychiatric condition, and was totally separated from his family. Indeed he had lived all 

over the country and had left broken families everywhere he had lived. He had left the 

people he loved again and again because of the damage he had done to them. But after 30 

days of treatment, for the first time in his life he looked forward to his future. His pastoral 

need was that he feared that his fractured family would not even know him. And he so 

wished he had found out about his bi-polar disease earlier. I had to assure him how 

blessed he was because he had been diagnosed and carefully treated. He had to learn that 

he was God’s child worthy of love, no matter what sort of mess he had made in his life so 

far. How wonderful it was that he knew that he had a very treatable condition. In ancient 

times this young man would have been someone hopelessly possessed by demons. 

To the ancients, evil spirits were thought to be doing battle with God. It was the 

Kingdom of God versus the kingdom of the enemy – the kingdom of evil spirits. These 

evil ones supposedly invaded human bodies and personalities and caused mental and 

physical illnesses. They took control of people and, in many ways, deprived them of their 

liberty. Jesus’s ministry broke into their world and confronted that evil. His exorcisms – 

his miracles – his confrontations with the devil – with beelzebul – demonstrated the 

presence and the power of God. Unlike the magic of the exorcists of his day, Jesus’s 

authority was from God.2  

My modern day demoniac – my psych patient – was healed, and being of sound mind, 

he looked forward to repairing relationships with his loved ones. And he looked forward 

to having a home again. I never knew what happened to that patient. We do not know 

what happened to Mark’s demoniac. We do know that Jesus often met people in their 
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greatest need – and he still does. The demoniac’s needs were great. And Jesus healed him 

– he literally saved the man – he made him whole. Our Lord, the great healer met him 

where he was and healed him, saved him from the demons. And they knew who he was – 

that he was “the Holy One of God.”3 Demons knew who Jesus was, that he was the 

Messiah.  

Are there demons among us? Have any of us when faced with a difficult illness 

thought that we were facing a demon or if not a demon, then some sort of clever 

resourceful enemy? Is sickness caused by demons? Is war? Are earthquakes and 

hurricanes caused by demons? No. Surely not! But to primitive minds – before they knew 

the human body and human minds – demons were a way of explaining illness and evil in 

the world. In Jesus’s time demons were everywhere and were thought to exist to harm 

humans.4  

We modern Christians might think the ancients were incredibly gullible to believe in 

demons. We simply cannot just dismiss Demons altogether, because it matters, because it 

mattered to the New Testament people who did believe in demons. Indeed in the 

Christian church as late as the 4th century there was an Order of Exorcists. However, the 

power to cast out demons in the church came not from a spell, a formula, an incantation, 

or an elaborate rite; the power was from Jesus who had – and has – authority to make 

people whole.5 

There are those who still believe that there are demons today. A well-known 

televangelist from Texas, recently bought a Gulfstream jet for his travels. The Holy Spirit 

told him to purchase it – that is to have his supporters buy it for him – because it was 

absolutely necessary for his ministry.  He cannot travel with the public on commercial 

aircraft because there are demons on those planes.6 He has called flying in a commercial 

airplane “getting in a long tube with a bunch of demons.”7 So he bought Tyler Perry’s jet, 

but it needed several million dollars of renovations – for his comfort. And then he raised 

$17+million for a new hangar. He used people’s fear of demons among us to raise 
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money. Does it really matter that this televangelist, or we, for that matter, believe in 

demons?8 Not really. Again, what matters is that, to 1st century people, demon possession 

was real. Most people today are not so naïve. And it matters that 1st century people 

believed in demon-possession, just as we too might treat the ills and calamities around us 

as a sort of devil inspired malady whether we are “afflicted or distressed in mind, body, 

or estate.”9 Jesus could not have healed those who were possessed unless he had the 

authority to heal. And he had to know the heart of those he healed. Likewise Jesus cannot 

heal us unless he knows us through and through – unless he knows our hearts.  

We could dismiss demons as a “primitive way of accounting for things in the days 

before people knew more about their bodies and their minds.”10 The noted priest and 

preacher and teacher William Barclay defers to a doctor in Geneva who was “skilled in 

medicine and wise towards God.” Dr. Paul Tournier acquired “psychiatric training and 

experience because he learned that many of his patients needed help going deeper than 

drugs or surgery,” believing that he was “confronting, not something passive, but a clever 

and resourceful enemy.”11 Another wise doctor from England and Australia who has 

written 18 books and hundreds of papers on human maladies, John Rendle-Short has 

concluded that “the happenings in this world… its moral disasters, its wars and 

wickedness, its physical catastrophes, and its sicknesses, may be part of a great warfare 

due to the interplay of … the malice of the devil on one hand and the restraints imposed 

by God on the other.”12  

I am convinced that war and disastrous insurrections are a result of our demonizing 

one another. Whether we call it demon possession or not, we are participants when we 

make enemies of our fellow children of God – and we are all children of God. We are! 

On Inauguration Day former Presidents Bush, Clinton, and Obama spoke directly to the 

need for Americans to work together, to listen to one another. They each said that we 

should listen not just to the people we agree with, but listen to those we don’t. We should 

love one another, love our neighbor, and look to what binds us together rather than 
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demonizing the other. We Americans are generous and have big hearts. And we all have 

access to the healing power of God. Through all sorts of illness and calamities – though 

“all sorts and conditions” of humankind – Jesus is with us through the Holy Spirit.13 We 

are never without the healing power of Christ, who teaches us about the love of God that 

conquers all and calms our fears. Jesus Christ is always with us to teach and heal us, and 

to chase away our fears and even our demons. 

Lord, may it be so. Amen. 
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