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For reflection:   "Jesus' wish to keep his status secret was perhaps taken to be an implied permission for 
Mark's readers to keep their faith hidden from public scrutiny."  Oxford Biblical Studies, On-line. 
 
Gospel Reading:  Mark 1: 29-39 
As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. 
Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. He came and 
took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them.  
That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons. And the 
whole city was gathered around the door. And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and 
cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. In the 
morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed. 
And Simon and his companions hunted for him. When they found him, they said to him, “Everyone is 
searching for you.” He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the 
message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” And he went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the 
message in their synagogues and casting out demons.  
 
Sermon:  Authorized to Speak  

As most of you know by now, I am an advocate of keeping appropriate confidences.  
Confidential information is that which is not to be shared by other than the person to whom the 
information "belongs" or their authorized spokesperson.  Our culture often blurs the lines not only 
about what is confidential, but fails to realize that there is a great deal of information that is or ought to 
be private – not a source of shame, but no one's particular business.  Someone might choose to share it, 
but isn't required to, and well may want to consider with whom it is shared.     

There is also a difference between a confidence and a secret.  Secrets are usually kept as a 
matter of self-protection, such as the abuses that led to the #METOO campaign.  It's clear such secrets 
are toxic to health and relationships.  

Secrets are different than surprises – such as birthday parties.  Those distinctions and 
perceptions generally keep me in good stead as a pastor, but can often leave me culturally out of step.    

While there is much in the news that can and ought to distress us, there is a phrase appearing in 
almost every article about anything, which I find of concern – albeit not rising to the level of distress.   
The statements that go like this: "From a source close to the investigation, unnamed, because they are 
not authorized to speak about police department ongoing investigations." "From a hospital staff person, 
unnamed, because they are not authorized to speak about patients or treatment protocol."  "From 
someone present at the meeting, unnamed, because they are not authorized to speak about private 
conversations."  "From a friend, unnamed, because they are not authorized to speak for the family." 
There are reasons people aren't authorized to speak.  Keeping their names a secret doesn’t allow for 
accountability for the speaker.  Those people who aren't named because if they were they would be 
unfriended or un-employed –and in most case for good cause.   

We are not talking about the ongoing mess in our nation's capital – that is but one example, 
albeit an extraordinary one, of the confidentiality, inappropriate speaking and sharing challenges we are 
facing. We are not talking about whistle blowing with regard to issues of legality or morality that ought 
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to see the light of day.  We are talking about gossip and or sharing information not appropriately shared.  
If we look at the information provided by these unnamed unauthorized sources most often it is not 
particularly helpful, and not our business, but may fill humor or morbid curiosity.    

All of which brings us to our text for today and Jesus' direction to the demons not to tell anyone 
who he is to keep it a secret.  They apparently recognized him because he had the power to cast them 
out; presumably he also had the power to command silence.  Otherwise, one would think that given the 
demons of illness work in opposition to God's purposes for living fully, they would have chattered away 
to whomever would listen, in order to defeat whatever purpose Jesus had in ordering silence.   

Of course, demons weren't the only ones to receive such a command from him.  Jesus told 
people who were healed not to tell; he told his disciples not to tell; and he told his disciples he taught in 
parables so not everyone would understand him.  Yet, the healed frequently disregarded Jesus' 
command, often while they were still standing right in front of him.  The disciples did tell or would have, 
if Mark hadn't portrayed them as some of the dimmest bulbs on the tree.  In fact, the only ones who 
didn't tell were those demons. 

Confused?  Good!  That's puts us in fellowship with some of the best minds in biblical 
scholarship. That confusing, complicated command to silence in Mark led to an extensive amount of 
bible study.  What was going on?  Prepare to be a little more confused.  

Around the turn of the 20th century, a brilliant biblical scholar named William Wrede focused on 
the motif of secrecy and not knowing in Mark's gospel and developed the theory of what is known as 
"the messianic secret" --  Jesus' command not to reveal him as the Messiah.   

An early assumption about the reason for this was that because Jesus did not call himself the 
Messiah, (He didn't deny it when someone else called him that, but we don't have any record that he 
referred to himself that way), there was discomfort in the early Christian community when the gospels 
referred to him as Messiah.  This "secret" would ease that tension.  It was further suggested that Jesus 
did not want to be revealed as the Messiah "before the time was right" –whatever time that might be.    
It was further posited that because Jesus was a messiah unlike the Messiah expected by Israel, that he 
had to take time to demonstrate another model and remind people that according to the Isaiah, the 
Messiah was both Warrior King and Political Ruler, AND a Suffering Servant.   Some thought that 
because Mark was writing to an early Jewish Christian community, he was giving them permission not to 
talk about their faith in Christ, lest they be persecuted.   

The messianic secret theory is a confusing and complex one, with precariously balanced parts –
all dependent on two things:   

in the early days of biblical study, Mark was considered a latecomer to the gospel writing game 
and a hack of an author.   When not one, but both of those building blocks were pulled from the 
foundation, the theory crumbled.    

First, scholars now consider and have for some time, that Mark is the first gospel, a genre 
invented by the author, who had an overarching theology which shaped the gospel.  One clear element 
of Mark's theology was that Jesus was not ultimately revealed as the Messiah until his crucifixion and 
resurrection.  

Second, while Mark used inelegant even harsh language, he was not an unsophisticated story 
teller.   He did not forget, as we often do, that even the earliest readers of Mark, knew who Jesus was.  It 
was only the people in the story from whom his messianic secret was kept.   Much like readers today, 
who enjoy discerning the end of a novel, or identifying "who-dun-it,” so earlier readers would have 
enjoyed being several steps ahead of the disciples.   Further, in teasing out the different actions of Jesus’ 
that led to a command for secrecy, Mark was able to educate and re-educate readers about who Jesus 
was and what kind of Messiah he was. 

Wrede himself would eventually say that the messianic secret was not a function of historical 
fact, but rather a theological and literary creation by which Mark developed his thesis about Jesus' 
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messianic role in the world.    
 What does it mean for us that Jesus didn't tell his followers to keep his identity a secret?  It 
means that we, especially we in the progressive Protestant traditions, need to reevaluate our roles and 
understand that as Jesus' disciples are authorized to speak about what we have seen and heard and 
know.  We don't have to wonder what to say.  Jesus told us:  

proclaim the good news to captives and the sick and the lame and the poor; 
speak hope to the brokenhearted; and  
preach justice and mercy to the widow and orphan and alien.   
 
We tell not only what we have read, but what we have seen – in those among us now and those 

who have come before, who glorified God by: 
offering hospitality to the stranger;  
comforting the mourning;  
feeding the hungry; 
and living and giving sacrificially for something greater than themselves. 
We tell what we know – by what we have done and experienced in our own lives: 
being healed and healers; 
reconciled and reconcilers.        
If there is something corrosive by those not authorized to speak telling all, there may be 

something even more damaging about the authorized keeping silent.       
We are authorized to speak not only within these walls but beyond them –and by so doing, may the 
hope, joy, justice, and mercy of God be known and experienced more widely in the world for which 
Christ died. 
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves  
Merciful God:  We come before you a people with a rich sense of blessing.  You have gifted us with 
minds and education opportunities; with health and health care; with bodies that allow us to move from 
place to place and engage in sports and play; with food enough and people with whom to share our 
table; with purpose and a call to serve; with faith and a community to help us sustain it; with the ability 
to care and for caregivers who arrive in our hour of need.  In silence we remember all the particular 
blessings of our individual lives… 
 
Our lives are full and meaningful but not without their challenges and moments of loss and pain: for 
bodies and minds that don't do what they once did; for roads not taken and opportunities not pursued; 
for relationships still in need of reconciliation and empty seats at the table.  In these last few months, 
our congregation has had cause to mourn those who leave empty seats at this Table we share; whose 
witness and vision has lifted us all; encouraged and challenged us; who shaped our understanding of 
what it means to be church; of what it means to be faithful; of what it means to be hospitable; whose 
smiles we can still see and whose voices we can still hear.  Make us their worthy heirs.  In moments of 
need and loss we ask you to touch us in the wounded places; grant us your healing and empowering 
Spirit that we might continue to love and grow and learn and change in the ministry of your Son.  In 
silence we wait for the touch of your balm. 

 

  


