Paul Walker       CEC     2/1/09     Mark 1:21-28    “I Want An Oompa Loompa Now”

      Jesus makes people nervous. The fastest way to end any kind of cocktail party conversation is to start talking about Jesus.  Kurt Warner, the Cardinals quarterback talks about Jesus all the time in his interviews. It makes NBC nervous. Talking about Jesus in any kind of public way makes Episcopalians nervous, for sure. 
     It has been this way in the Episcopal Church for a long time. In fact at the inception of the Episcopal Church in America in the 1780’s, William White a Philadelphia Rector said that the bible was a book “merely containing credible history”. He proposed that the new American prayer book eliminate entirely the Nicene Creed. The whole thing just assaulted one’s sensibilities and therefore should be removed. 

     Jesus makes people nervous. This should not surprise us, because Jesus made people nervous right from the very beginning.

     This is what we find at the center of today’s gospel. Jesus is teaching in the synagogue. A man comes in with an unclean spirit. His personality is so fractured that a demonic spirit speaks in and through him. He is the kind of man that makes you very nervous when he comes in the room. But when he sees Jesus, he gets nervous!

     He sees Jesus and cries out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are – the Holy One of God.” Jesus rebukes the unclean spirit and sends him out of the man. The people are amazed and astonished.

     The unclean spirit recognizes two crucial things here. He recognizes who Jesus is – the Holy One of God. But more than that, he recognizes what Jesus does – He destroys all that stands in the way of God.  The grammar in “have you come to destroy us” could also be read – “you have come to destroy us.”

     Obviously the unclean spirit is speaking on behalf of the demonic world – Satan and his legions will ultimately be destroyed by the cross, resurrection and return of Jesus Christ.  What is not so obvious is that the man with the unclean spirit is also speaking for the congregation gathered at the synagogue to hear Jesus’ teaching. “Have you come to destroy us” refers not just to demonic activity, but also to normal, human resistance to God. 

      I think this is true because of the language Mark uses to describe people’s response to Jesus.  Jesus causes “astonishment” with his new teaching. Mark uses 8 different words to describe fear, resistance, and alarm when people encounter Jesus. Jesus makes people nervous. 

     Why should gentle Jesus meek and mild make people nervous?  This passage makes clear that Jesus comes first to disturb and then destroy. What does He come to destroy? He comes to destroy any system of judgment or self-reliance or self-centeredness that is opposition to Him. And it is painful. Any place where we have placed ourselves on the throne of our own hearts, any place where we are determined to have our own way in our own time according to our own plan, Jesus says, “Yes, I have come to destroy you.”

     The human resistance to God, the natural inclination to self that Jesus has come to destroy is summed up in the spoiled character of Veruca Salt, the little girl in Willy Wonka’s Chocolate factory who says, “Daddy, I want an Oompa Loompa. I want you to get men an Oompa Loompa right away.”  Daddy responds, “All right, Veruca, I’ll get you one before the day is out.” But Veruca explodes. “I want an Oompa Loompa now!”

     I want an Oompa Loompa now is a perfect modern working definition for Original Sin. I want an Oompa Loompa now is the aggressive assertion of your own needs and wants over and against anyone else’s, including God’s or your neighbor’s.

      I’m not an economist, but I’m sure that “I want an Oompah Loompah now” is at least the partial cause of our economic crisis.  This really hit home for me when I listened to a story about how strip malls are stuggling. I sympathize with merchants who are trying to make a living, but do we really need entire stores dedicated to candles, or sunglasses, or party favors?

     I’m all for the free market, but unlimited and unchecked access to anything you ever want taps into the greed and materialism that is a big part of sin and self-assertion. (And just so you know, I speak to you as someone who in the last month has purchased 2 new computers, a new tv and a bunch of clothes from Blue Ridge Mountain Sports. Talk about  throwing stones in glass houses. And I sulked half of one day right after Christmas because I couldn’t find just the right middle-weight jacket.) When the Dean of Darden talked last week about the need to “simple down”, he was right. 

     But how does one “simple down” especially when the grip of I want an Oompah Loompah now is so strong? The desire for self-assertion is fundamental to our sinful nature: it goes way back. There is a great New Yorker cartoon of a caveman and his wife at the opening of their modest cave, looking across the way at a huge cave. The wife says, “Oh great, another McCave,” indicating the the McMansion crisis with all the slipshod lending has ancient precedents.

     I am in hopes that this recession is God at work, because it has the marks of how God works. I’d like to say very clearly how God works. The evidence is in our text today, not to mention all over the bible. God destroys in love, though love is painful, it is death. And the fact that it is love makes it no less painful. 

     But, God doesn’t destroy just to destroy. God raises to life that which He’s destroyed. Jesus did command the unclean spirit to come out of the man. The spirit convulsed the man and then fled. And the man was given a new life.

And the new life is joyful. 

     This is how He works in your life. I got an email from someone a while ago who understands this. He said, “I’m writing because everything in my life is going to hell, so the Lord must be working,” This guy understands that Jesus destroys before he creates. 

    God destroys, yes. This is why Jesus makes people nervous. He demands everything – all of our lives.  His teaching had “authority” because He has authority over us. 

     But He destroys in love so that He can raise something new. This is the pattern of our life because that was his life. He was destroyed. Jesus who came to destroy was destroyed himself. He experienced real pain, real death, real hopelessness, real forsakenness Utterly. On the cross he was utterly destroyed. And then He was raised.

     God destroys and then He raises to life. Where you are being destroyed is where you are being raised.  There is no Easter Sunday without Good Friday.

     At first you may be tempted to think, “with friends like God, who needs enemies.” But as you experience this cycle of destruction and rebuilding, death and life, crucifixion and resurrection, You might even find through the power of the Spirit that you are no longer demanding your oompa-loompa now, or at least not with the same intensity. And you might begin to want Jesus to destroy all that holds you back from Him. For as the Scripture says, sorrow lasts only for the night, but joy comes in the morning.

Amen.

