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Mark 1:21-28; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Deuteronomy 18:15-20

	Though his death occurred more than sixty years ago, Mohandas Gandhi continues to inspire people to undertake non-violent change.  By what authority does he continue to call people to care for others through systemic change?  By many measures used to identify celebrity, Gandhi should be counted as a man of no importance.  He did not accumulate wealth or political power or military might or an organized following.  But this “Great Soul” which was the title by which Gandhi was known, presented a life that was coherent: he lived what he believed, he acted in keeping with what he said.  His authority is a result of his authenticity.
	Gandhi studied Jesus and Christianity; some even suggested that this Hindu was a “secret Christian”.  He was transfixed by the man who lived sacrificially on behalf of others but Gandhi was deeply disappointed by his followers.   “I love your Christ,” he once said, “it’s you Christians that are a puzzle.”  Gandhi “politely rejected the dogmatic claims of Christianity while embracing, with every ounce of his will, the ethical claims of Christ.”  [Ellsberg, Robert,  All Saints, p. 53, 54]  These claims, believed Gandhi, were based upon the ‘law of love’, love for all.
	When the Reverend James Lawson and others were incarcerated at the notorious Parchman prison in Mississippi during the early days of the civil rights movement in that state, about which Inman Moore has intimate knowledge, it was the works of Gandhi that were smuggled into the prison for Lawson to read.  In the midst of the violence, Lawson found encouragement in Gandhi for continuing to act non-violently.  Gandhi found authority for nonviolence in Jesus.
	We continue to seeking authority in life, even as those who encountered the Christ in Jesus of Nazareth.  Mark recalls how Jesus moved to Capernaum, along the Sea of Galilee, where the carpenter from Nazareth would began his public ministry.  Early on, those who heard and saw him were amazed and astonished by teaching and his activity.  Unlike the scribes, Jesus spoke out of his own faith.  Unlike the Pharisees, Jesus acted that faith, especially among those who most threatened the community of faith.   And he did so on the Sabbath, there, openly, in the synagogue.  On this day---and on each day of his living---there was a complete coherence between his words and his way, making the call to follow unambiguous.
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	As the passage indicates, Jesus employed ordinary places and normal settings to portray an extraordinary and unusual gospel.  Though many around him attempted to revive the past through works of law, Jesus witnessed to the present and future where God’s power would overwhelm.  While others would turn away from those counted unclean, Jesus confronted the broken quality of such lives and insisted that the evil be driven out.  Though the synagogue listeners and watchers were impressed by his authority, the irony of it is that evil better understood the nature and power of God in Jesus, at least in the beginning.  Often it is the opposition that comprehends the matter at hand more than those who are amazed and astonished. 
	The authority of Jesus is tested frequently.  Each time, the word that he speaks, the action he employs reveals a consistency that persistently turns all who listen and everyone who watches to the being and kingdom of God.  A measure of his authenticity arises out of his unwillingness to proclaim himself to be the source of his ministry.  As it was at his baptism, as it will be at his crucifixion, it is God who provides the word and the power for his life.  It is an authority much in keeping with the prophets who invited hearers to test whether the measure of their authority by whether or not their word was true, the action accomplished.  
	Those who hear Jesus on that day in the Capernaum synagogue understand that he speaks with authority rather than as authority.  As was the case with the prophets who spoke for God but not as God, so Jesus speaks and acts with God as his source not for himself alone.  We may confuse the distinction for often those in authority speak as authority rather than with authority.  
	A particularly precocious and obstreperous child had taxed the patience of his parent.  The continuing torrent of questions from the child soon became a confrontation with the child.  The endless “why?s” caused the parent to finally break with the statement the parent hoped would conclude the conversation.  “Because I said so.”  The child, who was not impressed by such a claim to authority simply asked again, “Why?” and the next round of intergenerational debate began.
	Israel knew that false prophets would arise and attempt to exert authority over the people.   Not only would their words prove to be untrue and their  predictions unfulfilled, but they would often seek to use their authority to build honor and wealth for themselves, something not restricted to false prophets.  
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Those whose authority is to be found in God and God’s word make themselves vulnerable to the world’s  objection and rejection.  Jesus is, of course, the prime example of such lived faith as he moves from the relative safety of the seaside village of Capernaum to the danger of the Jerusalem.  Martin Luther stood before those who would seek not only to silence but also to destroy him saying simply “I can do no other.”  Others have remained in jeopardy when escape was possible because the authority of God in their lives prepared them, encouraged them to do nothing less.
	As those who have heard and seen the good news, we are called to take authority to be that good news within the world.  We shall be tempted to perceive the power in gospel as a tool for our own purposes rather than as a way by which others will be drawn into the kingdom, even through us.  When we can set aside our self-serving fears and pride, however, then we can become instruments of God’s peace which will flow through us into the world.    
	Lifeway Research recently presented its findings regarding perceptions about religious groups in the United States.  Though undoubtedly simplistic---very much like the political polls that are now reported almost daily, the research merely attempted to judge whether people held a “favorable” or “unfavorable” impression about an identifiable religious cohort.  For those who sponsored the polling, the results were disappointing.  But for United Methodists, the findings might be encouraging.  Among all of the religions and denominations included in the research, United Methodists ranked the highest in the favorability category (62%) and lowest in unfavorability (23%).  We might conclude that we are doing a good job with our Wesleyan brand of faith although we must remember that the results were comparative rather than conclusive.  We may better observe that people who proclaim to have “open hearts, open minds, and open doors” are in a good position to reach out to others with an invitation to “come and see.”
	One age group---young adults---continues to resist almost every religious expression.  Some have found a hearing among this population as they---we---attempt to demonstrate that “faith can be relevant to their lives”.  A United Methodist executive proclaims “We have found that connecting seekers with the church through mission and outreach opportunities can have profound effects.”  A church in El Paso sponsored a social service event and discovered that 82 percent 
of those who participated were not part of the local church and that 40% were 
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young adults.  In Topeka, Kansas, a project undertaken by 20 United Methodist churches drew nearly 1,000 volunteers for outdoor cleanup work, 200 of whom had no church affiliation.  [The Christian Century, January 11, 2012, p. 15]
	Mission tables are available to us today for the first time.  The possibilities for being in mission are fairly simple: soup labels, pull tops, old towels, soap and shampoo, loose change, and old eyeglasses.  There is not one of us who could not participate in some way.  All can be in mission and that is the point of the tables.  Caring about others might evolve into work at Habitat for Humanity or Sierra Service Project or the Glendale Free Health Clinic or Family Promise or the Kenya Project.  From the time of John Wesley, Methodists have united theological spirituality with social action, warm fellowship with community service.  Perhaps others appreciate this combination more than we do.  
	As those who have been brought to the waters of baptism, we are called to take authority to be the people of God.  This call will require that we search out the way and will of God and make that will the way for our lives, though it will cost much.  On that day in Capernaum, Jesus began to preach and live and gospel in response to God’s call, and to teach us how we can follow him into the Kingdom.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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