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They were surprised, those people who heard him that day.  They were surprised at his teaching Mark says, that he taught them as one who had authority.  Why were they surprised?  What kind of authority were they used to?  The rabbis in their synagogue taught them the Old Testament Law, the rules by which to live.  What else did they need?  The Law was their authority.  The other night I was watching the movie “The King’s Speech.”  It’s a great movie and I hope you have seen it.  It details the friendship in the 1930s between the Duke of York who eventually becomes King George VI, and Lionel Logue, the Australian vocal coach who is engaged to help the Duke with his persistent stammer. When they meet for private lessons Lionel, instead of calling the Duke, “your royal highness,” insists on calling him “Bertie,” which is what his friends call him.  In return he asks that the Duke call him Lionel, but the Duke insists on calling him Dr. Logue.  The Duke’s problem with speaking becomes worse when his brother, King Edward VIII is forced to abdicate the throne when he wants to marry a divorced woman.  At his coronation the new king is going to have to publically take the royal oath in Westminster Abbey and it will be broadcast to the public over radio.  While they are rehearsing the oath, the king discovers why Lionel wanted to be addressed by his first name.  It turns out he’s not a doctor, he has no degrees in speech pathology, no advanced university degrees at all.  The king is furious with him for being a fraud.  But Lionel reminds him that he never claimed to be a doctor, that he was an acting coach who was recruited to help young men after World War One who came home from the front with trauma that affected their speaking.  His authority came not from a university but from experience.

If someone came to teach you something, wouldn’t you want to know what their authority was, where they received their training, what kind of degree they had?  Presbyterians are big on that kind of thing.  If we had been there when Jesus came teaching, we would want to know where he got his theological training.  We’d have some ordination exams for him to take to make sure he was up on his Reformed theology and had acceptable knowledge of Presbyterian polity.  In order for a woman or man to become a minister of Word and Sacrament in the Presbyterian Church, she or he must have a degree from a four year college or university and from Master of Divinity from a recognized seminary or school of divinity (preferably Princeton). And then they have to pass ordination exams administered by the church.  But is that the only kind of authority that we care about?
At Princeton Seminary, I also had a speech teacher.  We all were required to not only take classed in preaching but also in speech to work on our speaking and breathing patterns, word emphasis and the like.  My speech teacher was a woman named Virginia Damon, who recently passed away.  Mrs. Damon also had no advanced degrees or theological education.  Where did she get her authority?  Well, for us the thing that counted most was that Mrs. Damon had been part of the company for the Jackie Gleason Show during the 50s.  Actually she had many other acting credits to her name, but her stories about Jackie and Art Carney were what carried the most weight with us.  Her experience on the stage and in the early years of television gave her insight into how to speak in public and how to reach people using our language.  Her experience and her gifts were her authority.

In the story we read from Mark, the people are amazed at his teaching, but we are never told what this teaching was, because just then a man with an “unclean spirit” comes up and says to him, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  I know who you are.”  Jesus’ authority does not come in his degrees from rabbinical school, but rather from who he is.  His authority is in his identity.  Sometimes we are that way as well, asking “what have you to do with me?  What difference does that make in my life?  Who are you to tell me what to do?”  Don’t we want to say that sometimes when we hear the teachings in Scripture about loving our enemy, about turning the other cheek, about giving to anyone who asks you, praying constantly?  What do those rules have to do with us?  They’re not really for everyday life are they?  The mistake we make in thinking like that is that the rules are not the authority, the person is.  Lutheran minister Barbara Lundblad says, “In Mark's gospel Jesus himself is the content of the teaching. The authority is not in particular speeches, but in this particular life. Jesus lived as one who had authority, an authority radically different from that of tradition. Different from what had been expected. To understand this authority we must not only listen, we must also look.”  

When Jesus teaches the crowd, it is not the content of his teaching that amazes the crowd, it is the teacher.  He does not come up with a set of rules that convince people to follow him, they decide to follow him and then want to live as he would have them live.

What is it that is so different about Jesus?  It is that he heals people?  Is that his teaching is new?  Like my old speech teacher it is more about who he is.  But his teaching is different because it is not about rules, it is about the kingdom of God and living as children of God.  The healing of the man who confronts him is the symbol of his authority.  Jesus heals.  That is the kingdom that is here in the person of Jesus, one that heals the person, heals the community, heals creation.  It is Jesus who brings people together, who makes us new.  The authority of Jesus is not about rules that exclude people but about an invitation that includes.  For Jesus this means that the people who get invited in are tax collectors and sinners, widows and prostitutes, and even little children.  Shouldn’t that be the test for any church, for any religious authority?  Jesus moves toward radical inclusion, so any time we think someone is on the outside should cause us to question what authority we have.  Barbara Lundblad again says, “We must, therefore, be suspicious of religious authority which moves toward exclusion, whose aim is to keep certain people out by written rule or daily practice. We must judge ourselves and our churches by Jesus' move toward inclusion.”

One of the ongoing themes in the Gospel of Mark is how Jesus values people more than rules or traditions.  When Jesus is confronted by religious leaders over whether or not it is lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not, he uses his authority to show that people matter more than the rules.  In just a little bit, we are going to have our church’s annual congregational meeting.  Being Presbyterians who try to do everything decently and in order, there are a bunch of rules about how the meeting is to be held, who can speak and vote, and what sort of business can be transacted.  But if we are not at the heart of it, addressing how we move forward in our common life, how we celebrate our life together, how we follow our Lord more faithfully, then we have missed the point of Jesus teaching. And we must judge ourselves and our churches by Jesus' insistence in valuing persons more than laws. Theologian and poet Gerhard Frost tried to open us up to the possibility of this different kind of authority in his poem "Loose-Leaf".
When your options are either
to revise your beliefs
or to reject a person,
look again.
Any formula for living
that is too cramped
for the human situation
cries for rethinking.
Hardcover catechisms
are a contradiction
to our loose-leaf lives.
Often we long for rules rather than relationships. Rules are easier.  But Jesus knows that we are made to be in relationship with God and with each other.  It would not have occurred to us in seminary to questions Mrs. Damon’s qualifications not just because she knew Jackie Gleason, but because we developed a relationship with her and trusted her.  King George VI decided that letters after Lionel Logue’s name were not important because he trusted him.  Jesus stands with us in the midst of our loose-leaf lives, promising to be with us, to heal our hearts, our relationships and our communities. Jesus is the content of his teaching. We must decide not if these are the rules we like, but if this is the one we will trust. Perhaps then we will stand at the end of Mark’s Gospel with the Roman at the foot of the cross and confess, "Truly this is the Son of God." In him, I will put all my trust.
