
 1

 

 

 

Who’s In Charge Here, Anyway? 

Rev. James Van Schaick 

Pound Ridge Community Church 

Fourth Sunday After Epiphany 

January 28, 2018 

Mark 1:21-28 

 

A few months ago, I paid one of my credit cards late.  Two days, to be exact.  I 
was guilty.  It all has to do with the fact that since I agreed to go “paperless,” I 
have not found a fail-safe way to keep track of unpaid bills.  The only good idea I 
have is to print them all out and put them in a file, like I used before when I was 
never late.  The problem with that is that it kind of defeats the whole “good-for-the-
earth” part of paperless billing.  So, I’m still working on shedding my old “pre-
computer age” habits. 

Anyway, on the following month’s statement there was a late charge of $45.  I 
don’t like late charges.  It isn’t really the $45.  It’s that if someone is conscientious, 
but misses a bill now and then, in other words, if someone is merely human, I don’t 
see why that error should cost them $30 to $50 depending on the card.   

Now I am generally someone who follows the rules.  I don’t usually think myself 
entitled to special favors.  But I do think that I might occasionally “get out of jail 
free” on a credit card I’ve had in my wallet since 1975.  So, I called the credit card 
company.  First, I snaked my way through the recorded menus designed to 
prevent you from talking to a live person, if possible.  Then I spent the obligatory 5 
minutes on hold (not bad, really), listening to a recorded voice assuring me 
repeatedly that my call was important to them.  When I got a live person, I said in 
my most polite voice, “I have a late charge on account.  I would like you to write it 
off, please.” 

“I can’t do that, sir, “was the reply, and the person on the other end of the phone 
launched into a really nicely-worded canned script explaining about their late 
charge policy, and how the best thing to do about late charges was not get any, by 
making sure that my monthly payment is received by the due date on the 
statement.  I thanked him for the insight, but persisted.  “May I speak with 
someone who has authority to write this off?” I asked, still calm. 
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After another 5 minutes I was on the phone with someone else.  I explained my 
request.  She put me on hold so she could talk to her supervisor.  Despite being 
on hold again, I felt encouraged that I was getting closer to someone with some 
real clout.  When the young woman returned, she told me that the best she could 
do was put it in abeyance.  That meant that they would take it off my account, but 
if I had another late payment charge in the next year I would have to pay them 
both.  I calmly said that that was not really what I wanted, and repeated my 
request to speak to someone who could simply say, “We’ll do it,” and it would be 
done. 

More time, more people, and more asking, and, thankfully my story had the 
desired outcome, this time.  I doubt if there is anyone here who has not had a 
similar experience in some context of life, probably about things far more important 
than late charges.  I’ll bet nearly all of us have a story to tell that involves a time 
when events seemed to be proceeding on their own inertia, when we were dealing 
with growing feelings of helplessness and frustration until we wanted to scream, 
“Is anyone actually in charge here?  May I speak to them, now?!” 

People have always had a sort of love-hate relationship with authority.  If you’ve 
spent any time rearing, or even observing, children, you know that we as humans 
are hard-wired with a resistance to being told what to do.  Yet there is a paradox 
here.  Just about anything you read about bringing up children will tell you that 
children feel most secure, in fact, most loved, in families where the parents set 
limits.  So the paradox is that we are programmed to defy authority even though 
our personal sense of safety and security depends on it. 

But the part of us that needs to rebel against authority doesn’t reject all authority 
per se.  It really covets authority for itself.  Kids don’t want “no one” to be in charge 
– they want to be in charge.  If you want to look at it on a more cosmic level, we 
can see this most basic of human tendencies at work in the Garden of Eden, 
where Adam and Eve’s first instinct was to defy authority – even the most 
benevolent and loving of authorities imaginable.  As much as they needed God’s 
order in their lives, Adam and Eve wanted to be like God even more.  They wanted 
to be in charge. 

So do we all, for the most part.  But like small children, even as we try to act like 
we’re the ones “in charge,” we seem to yearn for external authority to tell us how 
to live our lives.  We read the horoscopes, watch Dr. Phil, and seek out the latest 
books by self-proclaimed experts.  We surf the web for authoritative opinions and 
advice.  It seems that the qualifications for being an authority on something today 
have been reduced to owning a computer and having a website. 

What this search for authority really is, I think, is our looking for a measure of 
control, or at least rationality, in a world that often seems to have gotten away from 
us.  Amidst the chaos and complexity of modern living, we seek out the guidance 
of these “experts” and authorities, because our lives so often feel just like being on 
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the phone with the credit card company.  We try to stay calm and constructive as 
long as we can, but often end up yelling, “Is anyone in charge, and may I speak to 
them, please?’ 

It’s not like there aren’t thousands, even millions, of authorities of various kinds, 
vying for supremacy in our lives.  The ultimate question is very simply this: beyond 
Dr. Phil, beyond the government, and the Internet “experts,” all the prominent 
scientists, and the celebrities who seem to think telling us how to live is part of 
their job descriptions, who or what is really in charge? 

In here, at least, we have a particular take on this question.  That’s what today’s 
gospel lesson from Mark is all about.  It’s about authority, and who has it.  Jesus is 
teaching in the synagogue, and Mark tells us, “… he taught [the people] as one 
who had authority, not as the teachers of the law. (Mark 1:22) Later, Mark tells us 
the same thing, all over again.  After Jesus had driven an evil spirit out of the man 
it was possessing, “The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, 
‘What is this? A new teaching -- and with authority!’” (Mark 1:27)   

The “teachers of the law” Mark is talking about are the Pharisees, who are often 
used by the gospel writers as Jesus’ antagonists.  They were very pious and 
learned men, who sought to live their lives in total conformity to the Mosaic Law 
and had no tolerance for anyone who did not.  It was the Pharisees who were 
always found complaining to the high priest or confronting Jesus himself with 
every breach of the law that Jesus committed – whether healing on the Sabbath, 
or sitting down to dine with tax collectors.  Jesus accused the Pharisees of 
practicing a kind of idolatry – of worshipping God’s law, instead seeking God’s 
intent.  We use the word “pharisaic” today to refer to someone who is so invested 
in following the rules that they lose sight of the just and compassionate way of 
living that the rules were supposed to promote. 

The Pharisees were influential because they were educated men in a land of 
uneducated people.  They knew the law inside and out, and this enabled them to 
coerce a following among the common people.  We might be tempted to say of 
them, and they certainly said of themselves, that they spoke with “authority.”  But 
the point of today’s gospel lesson is what the Pharisees had was power, not 
authority.  Power and authority are not the same thing, although we tend to use 
the two interchangeably today. 

We have power over someone if we can get them to do what we want them to do.  
But we only have authority if others follow our lead because they recognize the 
legitimacy of our position.  Authority gives power, but having power does not bring 
authority.  Power, by definition, coerces.  Authority never has to. 

What do you think it was about Jesus that caused the people to recognize that he 
had authority?  Mark doesn’t say.  The task of answering this question would be 
made a whole lot easier for us if Mark were not a man of so few words.  Perhaps if 
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Mark had spent just a little time recording for us exactly what it was about Jesus’ 
teachings that made the people realize that he was not like the Pharisees.  What 
did the people see or hear or sense that told them that Jesus truly had authority? 

You know, possibly I’m being too hard in my literary criticism of Mark.  It could be 
that Mark’s rather sketchy, almost incomplete, way of writing is really Mark’s 
genius.  Perhaps he intends this to be just the teaser that draws us in.  Maybe 
what Mark is saying is, hey! this man Jesus is not like the teachers of the law. But 
if you want to find out why, you’ll need to journey with him.  Listen to what he has 
to say.  Watch what he does.  See for yourself if the things he says about life, 
about your life, have the ring of truth. 

For that’s the real test of authentic authority.  We know all too well from the history 
of humankind that power often coerces with pretense and deceit.  But real 
authority rests in the truth.  Could that be what the people heard from Jesus – a 
truth that couldn’t be “spun” by the Pharisees, or anyone else, to control, to wound, 
or divide, or exclude?   

Maybe I can’t explain it any better than Mark could.  Maybe Mark and I are both 
just lost for words to explain the unexplainable.  But think about it.  Would you 
even be here if you didn’t believe, or at least sense, that the authority of Christ is 
ultimately about things that are utterly and profoundly true for your life? 

The good news of the gospel reading from Mark is that there is someone in 
charge, someone with real authority.  It’s the authority whose power can free us 
from all the “evil spirits” that plague us and our world.  It’s the authority of grace, 
and compassion, love, forgiveness, and authentic life.  Someone is in charge.  And 
the really good news is that you can speak with him anytime you want to.  Lines 
are open 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  Based on current call volume, your 
estimated wait time is zero.  And your call really is important to him. 


