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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week!  According to the Christian calendar, 

today is the 3rd Sunday after the Epiphany.  However, because that scriptural focus is all 

about Jesus calling his disciples, and because that story is a perfect backdrop for a time of 

covenanting, I’m going to postpone today’s readings until next week when, in the video 

version, your Leadership Team will take part in a pre-recorded covenanting liturgy on your 

behalf with me, and a representative from Shining Waters Regional Council!  So, this week, 

I’m going to use the gospel lection for Epiphany 4, which features a story about Jesus healing 

a man who was said to be “unclean” – Jesus healed that man and made him clean, squeaky 

clean!  Let’s begin that journey, and prepare to receive its unique blessings, by opening 

ourselves to God in prayer:  Holy God:  accept us in this time, open our imaginations to 

your possibilities, heal us of all that keeps us from you, and one another, that we may 

grow into the vision you unfold before us!  In the name of your love this we pray, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU570 ‘Jesus’ Hands Were Kind Hands’ 

 

So, to this week’s gospel reading, even if it’s one week early!  It’s a reading from Mark’s 

gospel (chapter 1, verses 21-28), it’s entitled ‘The Man with an Unclean Spirit’ in the New 

Revised Standard Version of the Bible (which is the standard text in most ecumenical 

forums), and it reads like this:  Jesus went to Capernaum; and when the Sabbath came, he 

entered the synagogue and taught.  They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them 

as one having authority, and not as the scribes.  Just then there was in their synagogue a man 

with an unclean spirit, and the spirit cried 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.”  But 

Jesus rebuked the spirit, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!”  And the unclean spirit, 

convulsed and crying with a loud voice, came out of the man.  All those watching were 

amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is this? A new teacher – one with 

authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.”  At once Jesus’ fame 

began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 

 

 

Sermon: ‘Squeaky Clean!’ 

Eternal God: love our ears now into hearing; love our eyes now into seeing; wash us clean, 

God (squeaky clean!) for the sake of your love in this world, amen! 

  

Today, Mark tells us about a time from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry when he ‘exorcised’ 

(that is to say, he purged, or removed) what’s called an “unclean spirit” from a man, making 

that man clean once again, squeaky clean.  Well, let’s start by remembering something we’ve 

considered before:  namely that the Bible came out of a pre-scientific era; the Bible continues 

to feature understandings that are simply impossible to read into our 21st-Century – at least, 

not without some significant disconnects!  The Bible, written roughly between 1,900 years 

ago for the newest of the New Testament, and 2,600 years ago for the oldest of the Old 

Testament, has no biological understanding of bacteria and or viruses.  Far from it, for illness 

in ancient times was widely held to be a direct consequence of sin.  Therefore, illness 
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brought a whole world of negative stigma right along with it.  Now then, let’s not become so 

distracted by this ancient talk of exorcism that we miss a crucial fact:  even those witnessing 

Jesus’ ministry didn’t ‘get it.’  Remember how Mark put it?  “All those watching Jesus were 

amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is this?”   

 

What is this?  Well, despite thousands of years of breakthroughs in mathematics and science, 

breakthroughs in technology and social organization, breakthroughs in comfort and 

convenience, in many ways we’re still in exactly the same place as Jesus’ first audience:  a 

place of scepticism and doubt; a place where we say, “Well, I’ll believe that when I see it!”  

But, you know, an ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’ attitude simply doesn’t allow us to come to 

terms with an ultimate truth: the ultimate truth that life isn’t about believing what we see; it’s 

not about doing, or fixing, or anything that comes out of the illusion that we can control life.  

No, spiritual life isn’t really about seeing, then believing at all!  Spiritual life is about, first of 

all, believing, then becoming enabled to see whole new worlds of meaning emerge out of that 

belief!   

 

Some 2300 years ago, there was a great leader in the North African city-state of Carthage, a 

man named Hannibal.  Now, Hannibal was a psychological predecessor to William James, 

Norman Vincent Peale, and the whole ‘power of positive thinking’ movement, because 

Hannibal knew that the only real limits in life are the ones that we place on ourselves!  You 

see, Imperial Rome was threatening Carthage, and Imperial Rome was much bigger and 

stronger, Imperial Rome had insurmountable defences!  So, Hannibal, knowing that he could 

never conquer this obstacle in a conventional way, came up with a very unconventional 

approach, an approach that no one could ever see as being remotely possible!  Hannibal 

landed his army in the south of what was then known as Gaul, which we now call France, 

and marched them around into the Italian peninsula from the north, crossing over that 

mountain chain known as the European Alps.  Hannibal left Carthage saying, “We’ll either 

find a way, or we’ll make a way!”  And that’s precisely what he did – Hannibal conquered 

Rome from behind her supposedly invincible defences!   

 

Look, I don’t mean to be simplistic about this! I fully realize that faith doesn’t always change 

things for us, I fully realize that there’s no such thing as a spiritual quick fix.  But even 

though faith may not always change things for us, it can always change us for things!  Look, 

bad things do happen.  Even harder to understand, bad things happen to good people – life is 

not fair!  But nothing can happen to us that will change the supreme reality that God loves us, 

and that God’s grace is still available for us, even in the very midst of all the bad things that 

come our way.  If I were delivering this sermon in its regular, full-service format, it would 

feature responsive Psalm 111 (it’s at VU833; you might want to check it out later!), a psalm 

that was originally part of an ancient worship service.  But the proverb-like sentiment with 

which it concludes – “The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom” – is a text that needs to 

be understood in its context.  Fear in this phrase doesn’t mean terror, or dread.  No, fear in 

this sense means reverence, or respect; it means that we have to develop a profound sense of 

awe and veneration if we’re going to feel that God is with us.  Now that’s not an outside-in 



A Meditation for Jan 24/21 – pg. 3 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

process like some kind of miracle drug that instantly changes who we are.  No, that’s an 

inside-out process, a matter of acquired spiritual practice, that connects who we now are to 

who God would have us, in time, become.   

 

On this day when we remember how, in Jesus, God once helped a person to become whole, 

on this day when we wonder about becoming more whole ourselves, let me ask you, how 

often do we allow material threats to tarnish our sense of being spiritually clean?  The ONLY 

way to really get clean is to get right with God.  Well, I’d like to suggest four simple things 

that we need to do every day if that’s ever going to happen.  First of all, we have to trust and 

obey, which is to say that we have act on faith, counting all the while that our growing faith 

will give us the confidence to trust more, and yet more.  Gladys Aylward was a teacher in a 

Chinese orphanage when Japan invaded China in the 1940’s.  In order to escape the horrors 

of a military prison, she set out with over 100 children, and only one teenage assistant, to 

climb a mountain pass and move inland to safety.  The going was terribly difficult, and just 

when Gladys was thinking of giving up and turning back, one youngster said, “This is just 

like the story of Moses and the Israelites!”  Feeling incredibly tired and anxious, Gladys 

responded, “Well, my dear, you have to realize that I’m no Moses!”  “Of course, you aren’t,” 

the child didn’t miss a beat, “But God is still God!”   

 

Secondly, we have to feed our spirituality what IT needs, not what we think it needs.  A 

young boy woke up in a cold sweat one night after a nightmare.  In that nightmare, he was 

lost in a forest, and the sound of howling wolves was getting nearer and nearer.  The young 

lad’s grandfather tried to calm him, “Don’t worry about the wolves in the forest, my Precious 

– they can never get into our village!  Just worry about the wolves within you, for good 

wolves and bad wolves fight in everyone’s heart!”  “Grandfather, if I have two kinds of 

wolves inside, which one will win?”  “The wolf you feed will win, my child; the wolf you 

feed!”  Well, we must pray, we must study, we must reflect and participate in community as 

we, together, live out God’s love.  We must do those things in order to feed our spirituality 

properly; we must do those things if our spirituality is ever going to properly feed us!    

 

Thirdly, we have to ask God to clean us – we have to ask!  A person once arrived at God’s 

Ocean of Grace, and all of their sin, failure, and inadequacy were like terrible, parching 

thirsts to that person.  Yet, all they carried to the ocean of grace was a thimble because that’s 

all they felt that they deserved!  As spiritual people living in a material world, we need 

glasses, buckets, and great big, huge drums, of God’s grace, not thimbles-full!  And, we need 

not fear, for we could never exhaust God’s grace if our lives depended upon it – which, in 

fact, they do!  That kind of grace is ours for the asking, but we do first have to ask!   

 

So, we have to trust and obey, we have to feed our faith, we have to confess our failures and 

ask God to cleanse us, then, fourthly, we have to start doing all that stuff right now!  In 

Shakespeare’s great history play, Julius Caesar, we can read, “There is a tide in the affairs of 

men which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune but, once missed, leads to misery.”  Listen:  

it’s never too late with God, but there’s no time left to lose!  After all, why would we choose 
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to live in the muck and mire of life’s impurity one moment longer than we need to when God 

would wash us clean (squeaky clean!) right now?  Come, God; wash us clean – today, and 

forever, amen! 

 

Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; let us pray:  Eternal God, we come to you at 

this time – we come from the east; we come from the west; we come spiritually running, 

limping, parched; we come to you for we feel your call, and we sense your love, and we 

crave the touch of your healing grace!  So, wash us clean of all that life has splashed over us 

in our journeys.  Bubble up through the soil of our lives to coax new creations in our living.  

Help us to enter anew the direction of your will, God, that what we think, and what we do, 

may bind us to your will, and others, more closely.  And help us to believe more deeply, 

God, that we may see more clearly. 

 

We ask for your healing touch now, O God; we ask for your guidance!  In Jesus, the Christ, 

you spoke your Word of Life into this world.  So, shine in us, and our church community, 

these Sundays after the Epiphany that we may become your love for creation!  Guide us that 

wounds may be healed, and spirits restored in your will.  Inspire us that the broken may be 

made whole.  Touch us with your grace that the unclean may become clean – squeaky clean! 

– in the presence of your love!   

 

Source of Love, we pray now for all the places of trouble in this world; we pray for all the 

people who are facing difficulty; we pray for all those struggling in one way or another with 

the COVID virus … and, in the silence of the next moments, we also pray that you hear the 

deep concerns that we carry with us this day:  moment of silence.  All that has been touched 

upon by the words I’ve used, all that lies yet too deep for words to reach, we offer in Jesus’ 

name as we pray together the traditional spoken version of Christ’s Prayer: 

 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil for thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever 

and ever, amen (VU921). 

 

 

 Hymn suggestion:  VU213 ‘Rejoice, the Lord is King’ 

 

 

Touched by God’s love, and thereby washed clean of all that would prevent you from 

becoming that love (washed squeaky clean!), go to the world in the grace of God’s abiding 

company, amen! 

 

 


