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“We can work it out” was a hit song by the Beatles back in 1965.  It’s about 

a young man trying to assure his girlfriend that despite the trouble between them 

“we can work it out.”  “Try to see it my way, / Do I have to keep on talking till I 

can't go on? / While you see it your way, / [We] Run the risk of knowing love  

may soon be gone. / We can work it out, / We can work it out.”   

I have a history with this song.  The year it was a No. One hit I was in semi-

nary up north in San Anselmo and having to work.  As one of eleven kids, and 

after high school and the Army, I had to work my way through Indiana University.  

I would go to school full-time and work part-time one year, then work full-time 

and go to school part-time the next.  It took me six years, but I did it!  While I had 

some financial assistance at S.F.T.S. I still had to work and money was very tight.   

So I transposed this Beatles song from a hopeful one about being able to resolve  

a relationship, to one expressing my confidence that God’s grace would see me 

through the bills that came every quarter in school.  “We can work it out!” and  

by God’s grace, we did, in the normal three years!   

That’s the title, now on to the topic of the sermon! 

 
A very recent popular film is entitled The Devil Inside and deals with 

demon possession and exorcism.  These are not particularly new topics as ever 

since the film The Exorcist was released back in 1973 there’s been a continued 

interest in demon possession and exorcism, a fascination spawned certainly, in 

part, by that film.  What’s most curious about this in the U.S. is that this interest 

isn’t primarily among Christians as a whole but more among cult groups and  

fringe Christian sects.  When we hear or read about a case of demon possession it’s 

usually in relation to some attempted exorcism in one of these groups.  Often it’s 

been discovered that the poor victim has been more victimized by the attempts of  
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the group to cast a “demon” out than by any alleged possession.   

The fact is, however, that we know very little about demon possession.  It’s 

a difficult problem and one which will probably never be completely understood 

by modern people.  It takes us into a world that is far removed from our habitual 

ways of thinking and into concepts that are as distant from our frame of reference 

today as are the customs of Jesus’ day from our own.  The best we can do, in my 

experience, is to try and think of an analogy to our present experience, or find 

some traumatic ordeal which might parallel that of the possessed individual in a 

specific text and try to turn the passage around, allowing us to see it as a metaphor 

for our own particular experience.  Of course we don’t want to stop there, with our 

ability to identify with the suffering and relief of the demoniac.  We want to see 

how Jesus resolves the problem, how he heals the suffering of the possessed per-

son.  Most important, we want to know how it can relate to our experience today.  

We want to know how we, in faith, can call upon the power of God to exorcise the 

demons in our lives and in our world.  We want to know how “we can work it out” 

with the help of God.   

 
Many forms of mental illness, widespread neuroses, and sometimes mass 

paranoia seem to grow and proliferate in the world today, disorders which appear 

to threaten and terrify us all.  This is in addition to the real threats that confront us 

such as war and terrorism.  When we realize this we see that the world in our time 

is not necessarily so far removed from Biblical accounts of affliction by demons. 

The world into which Jesus came has been called a “demon-haunted” world.  Be- 

lief in the reality of demons was a fact of life, and part of the mentality of that time  

and place.  The symptoms of demon possession, insofar as they can be diagnosed  

today, seem in most cases like hysteria, in some like paralysis, and in a few like  

leprosy.  But the important point in scripture is that Jesus overcomes possession  
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by demons, whatever it is or might be in modern medical terms.   

  
Our world today is also, in a very real and tragic sense, a “demon-haunted” 

world.  Men and women are haunted by the demons of fear, worry, anxiety, insec-

urity, uncertainty, and we suffer all the consequent illnesses these bring.  Any of  

us whose mind is imprisoned by these crippling ailments wants release.  Indeed, 

whole industries have sprung up in modern times to meet such needs and offer 

relief.  I’m referring, of course, to the psychiatric, psychotherapeutic, and mental 

health services which work to restore mental well-being among the psychological-

ly dispossessed of our age.  The value and need of these disciplines is obvious and 

appreciated but we must also recognize that there are other, less valuable and less  

needful responses to the demons of our day—some of which are demonic in and of 

themselves.  Unfortunately, false religion and pseudo-faith appear to thrive in the 

cultural climate of our time.    

 
Jesus brings the power of God and faith into people’s lives, and frees them 

from the dominion of evil spirits.  While there may be several ways we can inter-

pret, translate, and understand demon possession today, there’s one clear reality we 

know that condition represents, both in Jesus’ time and our own and that is the  

presence of sin, of sin in the biblical sense of harmartia, in Greek, or falling short 

of being the creatures God created us to be—made in the image of God.  Or in the 

words of St. Paul, “we fall short of the glory of God.”  

When Jesus heals the demoniac, he overcomes sin and evil, the result of 

which is that the unclean spirit is cast out.  Indeed it’s indicated in all the gospels 

that the demons recognize the power of God in Jesus.  In our passage from Mark, 

the unclean spirit cries 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.”  Only in 

dealing with the underlying power of sin and evil can Jesus restore the soul and  



January 29, 2012                                                                                                      4   

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

renew the spirit.    

 
For all our contemporary afflictions—fear, worry, anxiety, insecurity, and 

uncertainty—when they reach neurotic proportions they become symptoms of a 

more serious illness—sin, and sin in all its manifestations.  We may seek any num-

ber of ways to deal with or treat our neuroses but if we don’t come to grips with 

the underlying condition they are mere panaceas.  While we may not fully under-

stand demon possession today, and find our modern vocabulary inadequate for 

characterizing it, we do have contemporary terms that clearly express the manifest-

ation of our sin—pride, anger, lust, greed, envy, self-righteousness, bigotry, and so 

on.  And we recognize that if we’re able somehow to ameliorate our fears, worries, 

anxieties, and insecurities with some quick, easy panacea, without first dealing 

with their underlying causes, we will not have solved our problem but only made it 

worse.  We risk calming our fears and becoming comfortable in our prejudices.  

We hazard soothing our worries and becoming justified in our self-righteousness.  

We become like a gangster who goes to a psychiatrist to become a self-assured, 

mentally healthy mobster who can then say, “Thank you, Doctor, I don’t feel  

guilty about whacking those guys anymore.”  This is mental health? 

 
Dealing with only the symptoms of our demon possession and not with the 

underlying causes raises the question of the economy of salvation—that is, about 

the price paid for the cure.  Did the Child of God die an agonizing death on the 

cross so we could be comfortable with our prejudices or so that gangsters won’t 

feel guilty about drugs and murder?—I don’t think so!  That’s about as silly as 

asking whether Jesus died to relieve us of upset stomachs!  No, Jesus died to free 

us and the world from sin and death, to overcome the evil we have to deal with, 

and to cast out the demons that possess our hearts and lives, and our afflict our  

communities and the world.   
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Jesus speaks the word of God to minds burdened, distressed, and sick with 

sin.  Jesus speaks the word of life to people fed up with the condition of their lives, 

and the way they live them.  Jesus speaks the liberating word to people whose fears 

are rooted in prejudice, whose anxiety can be traced to inordinate pride, whose in-

security is linked to envy.  Jesus speaks the word of faith awakened to reliance up-

on God.  Jesus preaches the word of freedom from our sinful condition, a freedom 

that comes with the forgiveness of sin.  Jesus offers the word of promise to lead us 

away from the not-so-merry-go-round of preoccupation with ourselves, to a libera-

ting concern for others.  Jesus’ word exorcises our anger and jealousy, our hatred 

and bigotry with the word of love.    

 
“Be silent,” Jesus says to the demon, “and come out of him!”  Modern 

readers are surprised that the weapons Jesus uses in the battle against sin and evil 

are words—words!  We can think of many other means of combating sin in our-

selves and evil in the world today.  For most of us, sick of the excesses of commer-

cial advertising and tired of political rhetoric, words have come to mean little and 

contain even less power.  “Deeds, not words,” we say.  But in the case of the Holy 

One, the deed is enacted by the word.  Creation is by the word, judgment is by the 

word, redemption is by the word.  In the scriptures there is no power equal to that 

revealed in the expression “and God said . . .”  For Christians, the central act of 

God is revealed in the expression, “and the Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us.”  Jesus says to the demon possessing the man in our lesson, “Be silent, and 

come out of him,” to a leper, “Be made clean!” to a paralytic, “Rise, take up your 

mat and go home!” and to us, “You sins are forgiven!”  Words empower deeds in 

the history of faith and salvation.    

 
Yet for all the glut of words in our day, our rape of the language, and the  

demonic uses of communication in our time, speaking and hearing nevertheless  
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remain fundamental human acts.  Our most basic word as people of faith is that  

of prayer.  Prayer.  For it is in prayer that we reveal ourselves to God, in prayer that 

we open ourselves up and reveal the whole self, the inner self, our most private 

self, in all our weakness and sin.  It is in prayer that we offer up our sometime alle-

geance to powers other than to that of God.  It is in prayer that we speak the word 

of confession, utter the word of repentance, and hear the word of forgiveness.  It is 

in prayer that God comes to us, frees us, heals us, and makes us whole.  It is in 

prayer that we know in faith that we can call upon the power of God to exorcise the 

demons in our lives and in life itself.   It is in prayer that we know that with God, 

we can overcome the anxiety and fears, terrors and sin that afflict us, bind us, and 

paralyze us.   

Indeed, it is in the word of prayer that by God’s grace “we can work it out.” 

AMEN!     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


