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First Presbyterian Church January 28, 2018 
Rev. Jesse Garner Deuteronomy 18:15-20; 1 Cor. 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28 

Wielding a Broom 

At about 9:30 this past Monday morning, I found myself thinking about the job description 
that the Pastor Nominating Committee has put together to guide them in their search for your 
new pastor here at First.  The job description put together on the basis of the extensive Mission 
Study that this congregation participated in about a year ago now, what you said you wanted in 
the way of a new pastor.  You see, I was trying to recall whether there was anything in that job 
description about wielding a broom.  I don’t mean that metaphorically simply as a figure of 
speech.  No, I mean literally wielding a broom.  Like this one, which in fact is the broom I was 
wielding last Monday morning while trying to get rid of the last of the salt that had accumulated 
over the past month, trying to get it off the steps before it caused any more problems than no 
doubt it already had. 

As I wielded this broom, quite expertly I might add, several of you happened by and most 
seemed to be somewhat surprised that I was engaged in such an activity, under the impression—
apparently—that sweeping the steps of the church was not really my job.  Which got me to 
wondering just exactly what people do think is my job, what it is that you think I spend my days, 
and on occasion my evenings, doing as the pastor of this church.  Because the fact is a considerable 
portion of what I do is not anything found in my official job description, nor are they the things 
that you may imagine I spend my time here doing.  You know, pastoral things like study, and 
prayer, and deep reflection.  In fact, most of those things, I can’t actually do when I’m here, 
because of all the stuff that comes my way once I walk through these doors.  All those things, the 
things you may think I do here, I actually do at home. 

Now to some extent, that’s probably true of almost any job, that what we imagine a job to be 
like, and what it actually is like, are very often two different things.  For example, I don’t really 
know what my brother does.  Now I have some vague idea of what an investment banker must 
do, but I couldn’t tell you just exactly he spends his day, any more than I know exactly what it is 
that most of you do at work.  But my guess is that this is especially so in the case of people who 
work in a church, that is to say, the divergence between what people imagine such a job to be, 
and what it actually is, is greater in a church than it is in almost any other field.  Why?  My guess 
is because what people see of the church when they’re here on Sunday morning is so different 
from what goes on here all the rest of the time. 

What that can mean, of course, is that churches very often call a pastor for what they imagine 
the job to be like, without taking into sufficient account that person’s aptitude for what the job is 
really like, how well they can do things like wielding a broom.  Not that it takes a great deal of 
skill to wield a broom, mind you, but there are a world of people out there, including more than 
a few ministers, who think wielding a broom is beneath them.  Seminaries are absolutely no help 
in this regard, since they spend considerably more time training people for the imaginary job, 
than they do training people for the real one.  In all my years of seminary, nobody ever mentioned 
a broom.  Not once. 
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But that’s not really my concern today.  I have spoken with members of the PNC about what 
my job is really like, and I’m confident they will take that into account when choosing to extend 
a call to your next pastor, who no doubt will be every bit as good with a broom as I am.  Today, 
though, I’d like us to think about a similar divergence that exists between what people imagine a 
Christian life to be, and what it actually is.  Which is, I think, a very real problem in the church, 
with the result that there a lot of people who are very good at what they imagine to be a Christian, 
but who don’t ever get to the point of actually being one, I mean, a real Christian. 

Both of our New Testament lessons this morning touch on this problem, though in two very 
different ways.  In our epistle lesson from 1st Corinthians, we hear Paul addressing the “imaginary 
Christians” in Corinth, by which I mean people who imagined themselves to be very good 
Christians.  As you may know, Paul is dealing in this letter with a number of issues that were 
causing problems in the church there, problems having to do with the conduct of some of its 
members, largely those who imagined themselves to be very good Christians and so who didn’t 
think they were doing anything wrong.  In the passage we read this morning, the problem was 
fallout from the fact that some of them had been eating meat that had been offered to idols, which 
doesn’t mean what you may think.  It simply means meat from animals that had been slaughtered 
along with some token prayer or invocation to a Roman god, which was pretty much all meat, 
unless you happened to have a Christian butcher. 

One group in Corinth, mostly those who had been Christians for a long time and felt very 
secure in their faith, who even referred to themselves as “strong” Christians, thought it was 
perfectly OK for Christians to eat such meat.  OK, because everyone knew that there is only one 
God, and that all those Roman gods didn’t really exist.  So what if someone uttered some mumbo-
jumbo over the meat?  There was nothing wrong with the meat.  Paul largely agrees, at least 
theologically, and in fact later on, in his letter to the Romans, he’ll actually defend the right of 
Christians to eat such meat. 

But not here.  No, here in Corinth, there was a problem with their doing so, a problem that 
had nothing to do with any theological issue.  Paul says they should avoid eating the meat, at 
least publicly, because doing so was causing a crisis of conscience for those in Corinth who were 
new to the faith and who had only recently turned away from those Roman gods.  Better to just 
do without meat, Paul says here, than run the risk of causing your new brothers and sisters in 
Christ to stumble, those for whom Christ—after all—had been willing to die.  He died for them, 
and you won’t do without meat? 

The point for Paul is that faith in Jesus Christ, what he calls righteousness, is not simply a 
matter of coming to a set of convictions and then acting on those convictions as you see fit, 
completely irrespective of the effect your actions might have on the other members of the 
congregation.  There may be nothing at all theologically wrong with what you’re doing, but if it’s 
causing harm to the fellowship of believers, if it’s not building up but actually tearing apart the 
body of Christ, it’s wrong.  For him Christianity is not simply a matter of knowing something, or 
of holding certain beliefs, or of following the law, but of doing something, and specifically, of 
loving others in the community that is the body of Christ.  As he’ll say so famously later on in 
this letter, “You can have all the knowledge in the world, but if you don’t have love, you have 
nothing.” 



3 

By contrast, our gospel lesson from Mark focuses on Jesus, and what it is that was so 
distinctive about him, so distinctive that people literally dropped everything and followed him.  
What did they see in Jesus, and what is more, see it almost immediately?  I think the Gospel of 
Mark is really an attempt to answer that question.  Whereas the Gospels of Matthew and Luke are 
both more about the teachings of Jesus, and preserving that teaching for later generations, Mark 
is more about the person of Jesus, what he was like, just what it was that led people to follow him.  
The teaching was certainly part of it, but only part.  There was something more, something about 
him that people picked up on very quickly.  In fact, picked up on immediately, a word that’s used 
over and over again in the first chapter of Mark. 

In today’s reading, Jesus has gone to the synagogue in Capernaum, the town where he was 
living alongside the Sea of Galilee, and there—Mark says—the people were astonished when he 
spoke, claiming that Jesus spoke with “authority,” unlike their scribes, the religious authorities 
they were used to.  While still there in the synagogue, Jesus was also confronted by a man 
possessed by an “unclean spirit,” which he then commanded to come out of the man, and it did, 
it obeyed him, only adding to the amazement of the people who were there that day.  Again they 
pointed to the fact that Jesus acted with “authority,” and it was specifically that which was so 
distinctive about Jesus. 

But what does Mark mean, he acted with “authority?”  I’m not sure our English word really 
captures what Mark is trying to say here.  It’s not just that Jesus knows what he’s talking about, 
though that clearly was the case.  It’s more than that.  It’s that Jesus really connected with people, 
that he engaged them at some very basic level, and so spoke to their hearts.  He touched them.  
He wasn’t just blowing smoke, or talking in the same old religious clichés they were so used to 
hearing in synagogue.  He was talking about the things they were most concerned about, and 
doing so in a way to which they immediately responded, so obvious was it to them that this guy 
was the real deal.  That’s what people saw in Jesus, what Mark calls “authority.” 

I think people are just as perceptive today as they were in Jesus’ time.  They can tell almost 
immediately the difference between those who are merely acting out an image of Christianity, 
trying to be something that looks like a “Christian,” and those who are actually being Christians, 
actually living the life, connecting with other people at the level of real life, truly engaging with 
people about those things they’re most concerned about, reaching out and touching people in the 
midst of daily life.  Even if that means, at times, doing things we never really expected do.  Things 
like wielding a broom, or whatever else we need to do. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


