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I have a challenge for you. Don’t worry; I think it’s an easy one. Finish this phrase: “sticks and 
stones may break my bones but…[words will never hurt me]. 
 
Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. Wow, we all know this 
phrase. We probably also all know that it’s a big, fat lie. Some have thicker skin than others, but 
I don’t care how tough you are, the right words from the right person absolutely have the power 
to shred you to ribbons. 
 
The right words from the right person also have the power to build you up, to bring you nearer to 
healing and wholeness, to guide you, to inspire you—to change your life. I think we know this, 
too—it’s why many of us have partners, friends, therapists, coaches, or spiritual directors (or 
maybe all of the above—I have!). 
 
If you ever want someone to wax poetic for you about the power of words, find yourself an 
English major, and let me tell you, today’s readings are an English major’s dream. Right here in 
holy Scripture we have stories about the power of words and speech to change the world! 
 
As a preacher, though, yikes! Any prophet who presumed to speak a word in my name that I 
have not commanded will die?! What am I doing up here?? 
 
Words have power. If we don’t see this anywhere else we certainly see it in church. Think of the 
sacraments—in these outward and visible signs on an inward and spiritual grace, part of the 
outward and visible sign is always verbal: send your Holy Spirit upon these gifts; I baptize you in 
the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit; I take you to be my wife/husband; 
make her a priest in your Church. 
 
These are amazing and astonishing words, though maybe we forget that when we hear them so 
often. These are words that invite us into the Kingdom of God, words that challenge and open 
paths for us—like the words of Jesus in today’s Gospel story.  
 
This story, a healing story and a miracle story, comes just as Jesus has called his disciples and 
begun his public ministry, but it’s an important part of his ministry as a whole. Mark, not a 
lengthy gospel to begin with, gives us thirteen healing miracles, and four of these are exorcisms. 
What Jesus is doing here he’ll do again. 
 
Exorcisms and miraculous healings can fall strangely on our modern ears. It’s easy, maybe too 
easy, to contextualize the exorcism stories of the Bible—this man was suffering from mental 



illness, scholars say, or epilepsy. But the story doesn’t focus all that much on the details of the 
unclean spirit. The story focuses on Jesus’ ability to heal. 
 
But healing stories can be hard, too. It’s a classic quandary, one asked over and over through 
the centuries. If Jesus can miraculously heal whomever he chooses, why stop with a few? And if 
the answer there is “well, he’s also human; he can’t do everything,” what about his dad? If God 
has the power to heal, why do children suffer and die every day? 
 
I’m going to come right out and say that there are a lot of attempts to answer this problem—a 
problem so big it has its own term: theodicy. There are many attempts to address this, but none 
are completely satisfying. 
 
And yet, we can’t deny that healing is important to God. It is central in Jesus’ ministry. And it is 
part of our ministry, too. 
 
Let’s turn to the story again. Here’s what the story tells us: a man in the synagogue, a sacred 
space, is possessed by an unclean spirit, something profane. This spirit wracks his body, takes 
his words, and keeps him from his community. 
 
It is also this unclean spirit who recognizes and identifies Jesus. The congregation in the 
synagogue is asking “Who is this?” The profane spirit says “I know who you are—have you 
come to destroy us?”  
 
And with his words, Jesus silences the spirit and commands it to come out. 
 
Maybe it doesn’t matter what unclean spirit possessed this man, whether it is mental illlness or 
epilepsy, or a literal demon, because the point is not the spirit but the fact that the spirit can’t 
stand in the face of Jesus. Maybe we don’t need to know specifics because they differ for all of 
us—but I think many (and, if we’re honest, all) of us have had some experience with profane 
spirits, and maybe we’ve had some experience with healing. 
 
What profane spirit, what devil on your back have you known? What has wracked your body, 
stolen your words, your joy? What has separated you from your community, from God?  
 
Maybe it’s a physical ailment, a visible or invisible disease. Maybe it’s a mood or anxiety 
disorder, or something else that ravages your mental health. Maybe it’s the constant battle of 
addiction to alcohol, drugs, food, or something else. Maybe it’s something harder to 
name—anger that is always burning deep in your bones, an aching need for more that makes 
you ruthless, a constant apathy and spiritual laziness, an unwillingness to see the goodness and 
humanity in others. 
 
It doesn’t matter what it is. What matters is that this spirit controls you, weighs you down, keeps 
you from wholeness. What also matters is that Jesus’ will is to silence that spirit, and to banish 
it—to destroy all that keeps us from being well and whole. 



 
In the story this happens with words—with words that astonish and amaze, with words that do 
something. It’s not always this neat or simple or quick in our own lives. Some spend their whole 
lives battling these evil spirits. Some lose their lives in the fight. But Jesus’ will for us is healing 
and wholeness. 
 
And if we are, as St. Teresa says, the hands and feet and eyes and heart of Jesus in the world 
now, we have a job to do. We are the prophets with the words of God on our lips. We are the 
ones who can astonish and amaze with what we say. 
 
What will we do with this power? Will we sharpen our words into weapons to tear others down? 
Will we whisper smooth platitudes to avoid anything too difficult? Or will we work to discern the 
words that need to be said, words that can heal wounds, words that can dispel demons?  
 
Our world has enough of bitterness and enough of platitudes. Let’s be brave enough to astound 
it with something radical: a word of love. 


