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Mark 1:21-28 
 
Upon first seeing the title of this morning’s sermon – “The Exorcist” – many of you 
may have thought back to the book and movie of the same title. William Peter 
Blatty’s novel, The Exorcist, was published in 1971, 50 years ago this year. It was 
made into a horror movie two years later, which was nominated for ten Academy 
Awards, winning two. I remember seeing it as a teenager. Hands down, it is one of 
the scariest films I have ever seen. 
 
We can easily dismiss the novel and horror film as fiction -- the products of an 
imaginative writer and creative Hollywood filmmakers. But what do we do with the 
multiple accounts of Jesus performing exorcisms in the gospels? Can we dismiss 
them so easily? 
 
Mark’s gospel emphasizes Jesus’ miraculous power to heal people and to cast out 
unclean spirits. Mark records 18 miracles in all, 13 of them involving healing. Of those 
13 healing miracles, 4 are exorcisms. 
 
The first is the exorcism at Capernaum, the account we just heard (Mark 1:21-28). The 
second is the exorcism of the Gerasene demoniac, the man who lived among the tombs 
and was possessed by unclean spirits calling themselves “Legion.” At their request, 
Jesus sends them into a herd of pigs. The pigs promptly rush down a steep bank into 
the sea and drown (5:1-20). Then there is the Syrophoenician woman who begs Jesus to 
cast the demon out of her daughter, which Jesus at first refuses to do, but then relents 
(7:24-30). Mark’s fourth account of exorcism is of a boy who had a spirit that rendered 
him deaf and mute and caused him to have seizures. Jesus rebukes the unclean spirit 
and casts it out of the boy (9:14-29). 
 
Jesus is, among other things, an exorcist. He has the power to cast out “unclean spirits” 
(as they called them in Israel) or “demons” (as the Greeks called them) from people 
who are possessed by them. It is a manifestation of Jesus’ great authority, which was 
particularly impressive to the worshipers in the synagogue at Capernaum. Mark tells us 
that those in attendance “were astounded by his teaching, because he taught them as 
one having authority, and not as the scribes.” The scribes were literate and well-
educated religious leaders. They were considered authorities on Mosaic law and were 
looked to as interpreters of the scriptures. They had great knowledge and expertise, and 
they were adept at engaging in learned arguments. But they lacked something that 
Jesus possessed. Perhaps the difference was that the scribes’ authority was based on 
second-hand knowledge, on what they had learned from books, whereas Jesus’ 
authority was based on first-hand knowledge, on what he had learned directly from 
God. 
 
Jesus, of course, is the ultimate mediator between the human and the divine. Not only 
does he speak on behalf of God. He acts on behalf of God. The worshipers in the 
synagogue are clued into this fact when the man possessed by an unclean spirit names 



Jesus as “the Holy One of God,” and Jesus then demonstrates his authority over unclean 
spirits by silencing the spirit and casting it out of the man.  Jesus’ authority, they realize, 
must be divine authority! 
 
Later on in Mark, in chapter 3, when Jesus names his twelve apostles “to be with him, 
and to be sent out to proclaim the message,” he gives them the “authority to cast out 
demons” as well. 
 
In the first century, deviant human behavior was attributed either to God, which was a 
positive thing, or to evil, which was a dangerous thing. It was important for the 
community to figure out whether divine or demonic forces were at work, so that 
persons who posed a threat to the community could be identified and expelled. 
Conversely, when someone was freed from an unclean spirit or demon, that person was 
not only healed of their affliction, their relationship with the community was restored 
as well. 
 
Today, in the twenty-first century, we are much more apt to attribute deviant human 
behavior to mental illness than to demonic possession. But still, belief in demonic 
possession remains widespread in the U.S. Polls suggest that about half of Americans 
believe that demonic possession is real.  
 
You may be surprised to learn that exorcisms are on the rise in the U.S. Two years ago 
The Atlantic magazine published an article entitled “American Exorcism,” which 
reported that “priests are fielding more requests than ever for help with demonic 
possession, and a centuries-old practice is finding new footing in the modern world.” 
Father Vincent Lampert, the official exorcist for the Archdiocese of Indianapolis said 
that as of October 2018 he had received 1,700 phone or email requests for exorcisms 
in that year alone, more than he had ever received in a single year. Another priest, 
who received his training as an exorcist in Rome, was receiving a dozen requests a 
week. In response, the Roman Catholic Church has been training more exorcists. In 
2011, the U.S. had fewer than 15 known Catholic exorcists. By 2018, there were more 
than 100. 
 
Whenever a Catholic priest receives a request for exorcism, the afflicted person must 
undergo a psychiatric evaluation with a mental-health professional. Most cases end 
there, as many people who claim to be possessed are actually suffering from a mental 
illness such as schizophrenia or a dissociative disorder, or they have recently gone off 
their meds. 
 
But occasionally, there are a small number of cases in which neither a mental-health 
evaluation nor a physical exam are able to diagnose the person’s affliction. That’s when 
the priest begins to take the case more seriously, looking for what the Church considers 
to be classic signs of demonic possession. Can the person speak a language that they’ve 
never studied? Does the person show far more physical strength than they should given 
their age or physical condition? Do they have secret knowledge about people they’ve 
never met? Do they show a vehement aversion to God and sacred objects, such as 
crucifixes and holy water? Only a very few requests for exorcism make it through this 
rigorous process of discernment.  
 
One of the mental-health professionals that has served as a consultant in such cases is 
Dr. Richard Gallagher, a board-certified psychiatrist and a professor of clinical 



psychiatry at New York Medical College. Writing in the Washington Post in 2016, he 
describes his journey: 
 
“I’m a man of science and a lover of history; after studying the classics at Princeton, I 
trained in psychiatry at Yale and in psychoanalysis at Columbia. That background is 
why a Catholic priest had asked my professional opinion, which I offered pro bono, 
about whether this woman was suffering from a mental disorder. This was at the height 
of the national panic about Satanism. . . . So I was inclined to skepticism. But my 
subject’s behavior exceeded what I could explain with my training. She could tell some 
people their secret weaknesses. . . . She knew how individuals she’d never known had 
died, including my mother and her fatal case of ovarian cancer. Six people later 
vouched to me that, during her exorcisms, they heard her speaking multiple languages, 
including Latin, completely unfamiliar to her outside of her trances. This was not 
psychosis; it was what I can only describe as paranormal ability. I concluded that she 
was possessed. Much later, she permitted me to tell her story. 
 
“So began an unlikely partnership,” Dr. Gallagher continues. “For the past two-and-a-
half decades and over several hundred consultations, I’ve helped clergy from multiple 
denominations and faiths to filter episodes of mental illness — which represent the 
overwhelming majority of cases — from, literally, the devil’s work. It’s an unlikely role 
for an academic physician, but I don’t see these two aspects of my career in conflict. The 
same habits that shape what I do as a professor and psychiatrist — open-mindedness, 
respect for evidence and compassion for suffering people — led me to aid in the work 
of discerning attacks by what I believe are evil spirits and, just as critically, 
differentiating these extremely rare events from medical conditions.” 
 
Dr. Gallagher chronicles some of the cases he witnessed and recounts his journey from 
skeptic to believer in a new book published last fall entitled Demonic Foes: My Twenty-
Five Years As a Psychiatrist Investigating Possessions, Diabolic Attacks, and the Paranormal. 
 
Roman Catholics are not the only Christians who engage in exorcism. It is part of the 
Anglican and Lutheran traditions as well. And Pentecostal churches, one of the fastest 
growing segments of Christianity in the world, are known especially for highlighting 
the conflict between demons and the Holy Spirit in people’s day-to-day lives. 
 
Presbyterians don’t perform exorcisms per se. We do, however, engage in the ministries 
of healing and pastoral care through prayer, through the Laying on of Hands, through 
the Anointing of Oil, through confession and absolution. We believe in the healing 
power of Jesus Christ to free people from bondage. We understand it to be the work of 
Christ, acting through his church. 
 
Years ago, long before I came to St. Andrew, a church member called to ask me if I 
would to do an exorcism for her. She caught me by surprise, to say the least. I’m glad 
she was on the phone and not in my office, because I must have looked like a deer in 
headlights. After a long pause, I asked her what was going on in her life that she felt she 
needed an exorcism to be performed. And she told me that she believed that there were 
evil spirits in her home. She felt their presence. They made her anxious. She was having 
trouble sleeping. She wanted them gone. 
 
Now, this was not something that was covered at the seminary that I attended. And I 
didn’t really believe in evil spirits as an objective reality. So, I didn’t quite know what to 



do with her claim that they had taken up residence in her home. I was much more 
inclined to think that what she was experiencing was all in her head and that she was 
more in need of a therapist than an exorcist. But it didn’t really matter what I believed. 
She believed it. It was her reality. And I was her pastor. How could I help? 
 
I explained to her that I had no training to do an exorcism, but that I could come to her 
home and do a house blessing with her. Maybe that would help. She consented. And I 
came over. We lit a candle and went through her apartment, room by room, going 
through the liturgy, asking God’s blessing of every space. I don’t know if it worked. 
There were no strange flickering lights, no eerie noises, no framed pictures flying off the 
walls. But it made her feel a little better at that moment. Someone she trusted had taken 
her seriously enough to come over and do something concrete about the spiritual 
problem she was facing. 
 
Stories of demons and exorcism may be hard for us to relate to today, since we don't 
put much stock in the existence of demons anymore. But let us not be too quick to 
relegate them to the fictional world. Call them what we will, invisible, destructive forces 
exist which have the power to take control of peoples' lives. Anyone who has had to 
struggle with an addiction or with mental illness knows that from experience.  
 
Whether someone is contending with addiction, mental illness, or demons, sometimes 
the most important thing we can do, no matter what we ourselves believe, is join with 
them in their reality and be present with them for a time, so they know that they are not 
alone and that someone cares. We can support and uphold one another as companions 
on the journey. May it be so. Amen. 
 


