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This week has been a challenging 

mom week for me. I get so focused on 

improving my kids that I have been 

getting involved in their issues and 

trying to fix them or others in the 

process. For instance, yesterday my 

son came in from playing outside with 

neighbors upset. I wanted to 

understand why he was upset, and I 

went out and tried to set the neighbor 

kids and my own straight. I told them 

we should listen to one another, that 

we should look out for one another. 

While I was lecturing them, it came to 

me that they were eight years and 

younger. It came to me that I was 

actually doing a lot of talking and not 

doing a good job of listening. And 

today I realized not only had I entered 

a situation that could have been taken 

care of by the kids, but that I entered 

full of judgment about what was right 

and wrong and ideas of how I, yes 

Me, could fix the situation. One in 

which I had never been a part of in the 

first place.  

  

It is easy for us to enter this text full 

of judgment about what is good and 

what is evil. And about what should 

be fixed and why.  

  

At camp one summer I was leading a 

group of senior high youth in 

Leadership Camp. At the end of the 

day, we do group activities and head 

to bed around 10 or 11. One night, 2 

high school boys knocked on the 

girls’ cabin asking for me. Their cabin 

leader was brushing their teeth with a 

bunch of other youth and they had had 

an unreal experience that they needed 

to process with us.  

 

They had felt a presence in their 

cabin. It gave them goosebumps even 

as they talked about it. And then they 

said it pushed them. They did not 

want to go back into their cabin for 

fear. Could I do something about it? 

My mentor told me that a great 

blessing to share on a space that was 

causing trouble, no matter what the 

cause was that we ask the Holy Spirit 

to fill every molecule of a place and 

there be nothing that is not of God. I 

said that prayer over the cabin, I 

prayed over the dark outdoor space 

near a hill with a mysterious electric 

box on top of it that all may be at 

peace outside and all be at peace 

inside of the boys and the cabin.  

  

The boys were able to go into the 

cabin after that, and they had decent 

sleep. They told their cabin mates 

there had been a ghost, but it was 

gone now.  

  

The unclean spirit in our text today is 

not a ghost; it is also not a demon. It 

is an unclean spirit. An unclean spirit 

is so named because it is not clean by 

the priestly code of being clean. The 

person with the unclean spirit behaved 

- abnormally. Mike Graves, a biblical 



commentator calls unclean spirits, 

amoral. Neither good nor bad. The 

man with the unclean spirit could 

have been sick physically, a little off 

mentally or just judged as someone 

outside of the priestly norms. The 

man with the unclean spirit identifies 

Jesus as the Holy One of God. And 

then the asks... 

  

“What have you to do with us?” 

  

But before I get too ahead of myself, 

we should go back.  

  

Jesus arrived in Capernaum, at the 

synagogue to teach. When he did, 

those who heard him, heard 

something different. They heard 

someone with authority. The Greek 

word for authority is not the same 

word for power. This authority is a 

willingness to see justice served. He is 

compared to the scribes. He was not 

better or worse than the scribes. Or 

rather, the scribes had not been worse 

or better than Jesus. Jesus was 

different.  

  

We love to go in here and vilify 

anyone who is not Jesus. We vilify 

the disciples when they do not 

understand Jesus. We vilify the 

scribes and Pharisees for doing what 

they do best, interpreting scripture. 

Really Jesus was different from them. 

He was doing something new. It felt 

different. But we would do harm to 

criticize the scribes for the new thing 

that Jesus was doing.  

  

To vilify is to make someone or 

something the villain of the story. We 

all love good hero and villain stories. 

The superhero genre captivates so 

many people because of its clear 

boundaries of right and wrong. Clear 

boundaries of winner and loser, good 

and evil, righteous and unrighteous. 

We are programmed to think in those 

terms.  

 

Because we are programmed to think 

in terms of right and wrong, we go 

into scripture with the magnifying 

glass ready to classify the characters 

as hero and villain, right and wrong, 

or even the one needing fixing and the 

ones who don’t. 

  

We also go in with an egocentric lens. 

“Where am I in the story?” What role 

do I associate with? 

 

Perhaps you think you are Jesus. Your 

role is to teach, you want to be the 

hero, because you have already 

identified Jesus as the hero. Or 

perhaps you feel the part of the man 

of the unclean spirit. You know you 

are not perfect, like Jesus, and so that 

is the role you play. Or perhaps, you 

identify with the scribes. You see new 

things in the world, and you are not 

accustomed to those new things. You 

feel stuck in old ways, or comfortable 

in old ways of doing things and 

thinking of things. 

  



But most often we are the unseen 

diagnostician ready to diagnose the 

unclean spirit, prescribe a remedy in 

Jesus and leave the scene. 

  

What if we put all of that aside? Let’s 

practice just reading or listening to the 

story without judging right from 

wrong or finding your place in the 

story. I will read the scripture again.  

  

The unclean spirit identifies Jesus as 

the Holy One of God and is afraid. 

Have you come to destroy us? Have 

you ever come at a gospel text 

thinking Jesus was the one people 

would be afraid of? This unclean 

spirited man asked him, have you 

come to destroy us? Even the message 

that Jesus shares about forgiveness of 

sins and the challenge to love our 

neighbor is enough to destroy us. Or 

at least the us that wants to hold on to 

our judgments, our sins, our apathy 

toward one another or our self-

righteousness.  

  

We vilify. We demonize. We judge 

others and we judge ourselves. Jesus 

does not want us to be trapped by our 

own illusions of right and wrong, 

condemnation, righteous. God wants 

us to be whole and healed.  

  

Jesus tells the unclean spirit to be 

silent and come out of the man. Jesus 

is the one who sees. Jesus is the one 

who heals. In fact, healing is a 

prominent part of Jesus’ ministry.  

  

And the truth is we all need healing.  

There are people in your life who you 

are judging. You are judging their 

actions, words, or behaviors. God is 

calling you to understand.  

  

There are also people in your life you 

are trying to fix. You judge them or 

diagnose them and then you go in to 

fix the problem. God wants you 

instead of filling your mind and theirs 

with the “what is wrong” phrases to 

say this prayer instead. 

  

God fill them so that it is wholly 

you in them. May there be room 

only for you in them and their life. 

And give them peace. 

  

Maybe, just maybe, you need that 

prayer for yourself too.  

  

May this week be a week we take the 

lenses of judgment off. May we sit, 

listen, aim to understand, and ask God 

to fill the spaces. When we do that, 

we come closer to who Jesus was and 

is. We call for everything not of God 

to come out and we let God take over. 

May it be so. 

  

Amen.  

 


