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Mark 1:21-28

Take Thou Authority

Jesus walks into the synagogue and begins to teach, and all who are there are
amazed because he teaches as one who has authority. Moments later he encounters a
man, possessed by a demon, and the demon cries out, “Have you come to destroy us?” It
is a moment of confrontation between Jesus of Nazareth, the Spirit possessed Son of God,
and the demon possessed man in need of healing. Jesus, in whom the fullness of the
kingdom of God is found, comes face to face with the demonic powers that hold this man
in their grasp.

One of the many great things about being at a place like Duke is that there is no
lack of authority. Person after person on this campus is at the top of his or her field, the
leading authority of the day in one subject or another, from constitutional law to the
fingernails of lamas to the latest and best of economic theory. And it’s not only the
faculty and staff who carry authority, students carry all kinds of authority, the academic
authority of being a valedictorian or the social authority of being a member of one
community or another or president of this group or the other. There seems to be a deep
yearning among many of us to be an authority in something. I’'m one of the millions of
people on facebook, which has become a kind of authority in the lives of many. For
those of you who aren’t hip to facebook, it’s this social networking site where one has a
public profile where you let the world know who you are, and then you can connect with
other people, join affinity groups, post pictures, and update people on what you are doing
at any given moment of the day. I get messages on a regular basis saying things like,
“Ronnie would like to be your friend. Would you like to be Ronnie’s friend?” I have
hundreds of facebook friends, a good percentage of them I don’t even know. For anyone
under the age of 35, facebook is the authority on social relationships and information.
People find authority in all kinds of places, in parents and friends, in blogs, in degrees, in
money and CNN and FOX news.

When [ was ordained at Lake Junaluska up in the North Carolina mountains, I
played a role in a long tradition of passing on authority. I knelt on stage, a stole
representing the authority of the priestly office and the yoke of Christ was put around my
shoulders, and three senior leaders of the United Methodist church, a couple of bishops
and another pastor, all put their hands on my head. Take thou authority, one of the
bishops said, to preach the gospel and administer the sacraments, to serve and order the
life of the church. One of the bishops, I think, was particularly concerned about me, and
so he pressed down with all his weight — I tried to rise up, he pushed me back down — it
was as if the weight of the whole church leaning down on top of me, the succession of
bishops from every generation, one after another, all the way back to the apostles’, saying
take thou authority. It was a powerful moment, and there was an authority of church
teaching and tradition, a responsibility to be a steward of the faith and God’s people that






