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“Where Demons Fear, The Saints are Strengthened”
Whenever I encounter this gospel, I am always struck by the same irony: Jesus teaches like no one has ever heard, he heals like no one ever has, he performs miracles that no one's ever seen. And yet the people around him, including his disciples, have no idea of who he is and what he is doing. But, the unclean spirits and demons recognize him immediately when they meet him. I still don't know what to make of that.

You would think it would be the other way around; that the people who have experienced Jesus would understand that they were in the presence of the Lord, the one who was sent to deliver God's people. And that it would be the demons who didn't know Christ and get caught off guard by his presence. But this is not the case. 

The people were amazed by the teaching they heard from Jesus and the authority he commanded, but that doesn't necessarily mean that they were convinced of anything.  It seems that it wasn't until Jesus cast out the unclean spirits, that the people were suitably impressed and then his fame began to spread throughout the region. 
At first, I wanted to be a little annoyed about this. It felt like people needed to see the spectacular, something utterly over-the-top before their eyes would be opened enough to see Jesus for who he was. And how unfortunate that would be. What if there was no unclean spirit that day and all the people saw and heard was teaching with authority? Would that have been enough to cause his fame to spread? Would people have been ready to follow him? 

Would the crowd have gone home and told their family and friends "wow, you just won't believe what I heard today. This man Jesus proclaimed the good news and told us about his father in heaven"? Would those who heard the story said in response, "that's incredible! We want to hear him too, do you know where he's going so we can hear him for ourselves"? Or, would they say, "he taught, is that all?" I realize that this isn't a very flattering picture, that people looking at the face of God's authority, grace, and mercy wouldn't consider that enough. That they would need something extra, like a magic trick or a miracle in order to put it over the top for them. That's not much of a picture of faith is it?
Now while this scenario paints a scene of shallow disregard, unfortunately, we can encountered this very attitude in the world. I'm certain that we all know people who have a similar outlook towards Christ today. 

We share with them how Jesus walks with us, comforts us, knows us inside and out and still graciously accepts us as we are each and every day, forgiving us of our weaknesses, and in response we get is "is that all?" 

It's understandable. In contrast the world seems to offer something “beyond,” something special. The mundane and commonplace gets so hyped up that that we'll stand in line just to get a glimpse of it. In fact, you really don't have to offer much to gain people's interest. 
I remember one time back when I used to live in the Boston area, we went to Faneuil Hall. It's similar to the downtown area around the liberty Bell and Constitution Hall in Center City. There was a small crowd gathered at the side of this building and they were talking among themselves and chuckling. After a few moments I just had to go over and see what was the big deal. It turned out that the attraction was one brick in the masonry that had wording on it that said, "something important probably happened here in 1788." I felt kind of foolish having worked my way through that crowd just to get a better look at a brick. But you see my point. We can become oriented toward thinking that if something is important, it will have an element of the spectacular or amazing attached to it.
Now I painted one side of the coin, but here's the other. While it seems strange to me that unclean spirits would recognize Jesus when the people around him didn't, I realize there are some good things to be said about this situation. I like the fact that although these spirits and demons fear Jesus, we don't have to fear him. Jesus casts evil away, out of our midst, but he remains in our presence. Jesus is always willing to sit with us and teach even if we don't get it.
Have you noticed that as much as Jesus was the son of God, he spent the majority of his time in the ordinary. If you total them all up, there are 89 chapters in the entire four Gospels: Matthew (28), Mark (16), Luke (24), John (21). Within all of that combined record, Jesus only performed 35 miracles. So what do you think he was doing the rest of the time? Practicing? 

No! He was bringing comfort to others. He was listening to the people who religion and society said weren’t worth hearing.  He was eating with people who never had company, because others felt that they weren't worthy enough to have guests. Jesus reminded people of what their Scripture said about God being with us. He told them stories to illustrate how God works in the world and what our relationship with God and our brothers and sisters should look like. Jesus often operated in the ordinary rather than the spectacular.
When Jesus was out in the desert being tempted by the devil, Jesus told him, "I don't need anything supernatural or extraordinary to defeat you. All I need is the word of God and the Holy Spirit." 

When Jesus saved a woman from being stoned to death for adultery, he didn't put his hand up like the guy the Matrix and cause the rocks to freeze in midair and fall to the ground. He just made a simple statement, "go ahead, let anybody here without sin throw the first stone."
And the Gospels tell us that sometimes being spectacular can be a problem. Do you remember the story about Jesus and the demons and the herd of swine?  Jesus arrives in Gadara, and encounters  two demoniacs who have been causing problems for the city. The demons are afraid of Jesus and say to him, “well, if you’re going to cast us out, put us in that herd of pigs over there.” Jesus does as they ask and then the herd immediately runs off a cliff into the sea and drowns. But the thing is, the people weren’t happy that Jesus got rid of the demons. You would think there would have been a celebration and people would have asked Jesus to stay over, break bread with them, and maybe preach or do a bible study, or something. Well, Matthew tells us what happens afterward: “Then the whole town came out to meet Jesus; and when they saw him, they begged him to leave their neighborhood.” (Mat 8:34 NRS) To put it in the vernacular, Jesus freaked them out with his authority and power and they wanted him to go AWAY and quickly! What I’m saying is that a spectacular and dramatic presentation isn’t where the power is? It is in what actually happens and is done to us. Jesus, in the ordinary, always reaches out to us. He walks with us in our humanity, in our struggles and joys.
Jesus was the most ordinary when we he was crucified. He was hung on a cross like thousands of others, as if he was just another political agitator or criminal who had to go. And yet that seemingly ordinary death accomplished the incredible: It freed us from the FEAR of sin and death forever. We receive the gifts of this very death at our Baptism, when ordinary water “placed in the setting of God’s Word and commandment” was poured over us which forgave our sin and joined us to the Kingdom of Christ, where will live forever. But it doesn’t stop there, Jesus chose to send us the Holy Spirit to us so we would continue to have his presence in our lives as teacher, protector, and friend; 
So even in the ordinary moments, in those times of quiet despair, Christ is there with us. When it seems like your prayers are not being heard, Christ is there with us. When it seems like the world around us is feeding us excitement and amazement but we still feel empty, Christ is with us providing the nourishment for our hearts and souls that truly sustains. The amazing thing is, that Jesus chose to do all this for us. The amazing thing, is we never have to fear the one who has all power and authority. Have no fear as Christ strengthens and renews his sisters and brothers every day.
AMEN
