
 

Mark 1:21-28     SHAKING OUR CAGES    

On a warm cloudless day last week I watched a group birds wheeling and dipping 

against a deep blue sky.  It was marvellous to see how freely they caught the currents 

and spiralled upwards before swooping again.  

But what if these wild birds were trapped in a cage…. pressed in -  confined  - no way 

out - powerless … for a wild bird born to fly, a cage is very traumatic ….   

This week we have been watching tennis players and their entourages flying in for  the 

Australian Tennis Open. Some like many others  who have had to quarantine in a hotel 

room  during this COVID-19 season  have adjusted.  Others are struggling mentally as 

well as physically.   

Less reported  was the release in Melbourne of 46 of 192 refugees who have been 

confined to city hotel rooms for 23 hours a day for more than a year. They were brought 

from Manus island and Nauru for medical treatment  but have been imprisoned  in these 

rooms ever since. As they were released into the community,  they spoke of the joy of 

fresh air and the gift of hope.  

One of them was a Kurdish musician named Mostafa Azimitabar. Suddenly in those few 

words the humanity of this refugee begins to emerge.  He is not simply a number and a 

statistic.  He is a person with a story.  What caused him to flee? Where is his family? 

Why did he come to Australia?   

I am not sure whether Mostafa Azimitabar was detained on Manus Island or Nauru but 

he describes his  2,737 days of detention using words like torture, sadness and  

 



(2) 

hopelessness. But stepping out of the hotel he said was  “ the most beautiful moment in 

his life”.  Now “I am free like a bird” he said, although his future remains uncertain.      

For Mostafa to be freed was like coming out of a cage into the fresh air. Living in a cage 

is a confronting image.  

 

Who could fail not to be moved by the speech of Grace Tame upon being announced as 

Australian of the Year 2021. Grace is a sexual assault survivor who took her legal case 

to be able to publicly self-identify as a rape survivor to the Supreme Court of Tasmania, 

and won. For years victims of child sexual abuse were not able to speak out under their 

own names. On the other hand the 58 year-old teacher who had groomed and abused 

her was able to speak. She described how the Let Her Speak campaign helped her to 

find a voice ….. and it has transformed her from a damaged anorexic young woman in a 

dark place who did not know she who was into the beautiful articulate confident woman 

who has dedicated herself as Australian of the Year to focus on education as a means 

of preventing sexual abuse.  

 
There are many things in life that can confine us and stifle us and weigh us down and 

silence us. Experiences from the past can hold us back – fears about the future can 

paralyse us. Cages can be linked to all kinds of trauma experienced in life. It may be 

experiences like Grace’s.  It may be the pressures of expectations placed upon us by 

others or even by ourselves. Cages  can grow from self-doubt and a lack of confidence 

in our abilities. Cages can be built because of unresolved conflicts, or deep hurts, major 

set-backs, a nagging sense of guilt or a grief that goes on and on.    

Johann Hari’s partner was addicted to drugs. He writes simply: “Loving an addict is 

really hard.” The easy thing to do was to take the tough love advice and cut them off 

until they shaped up.  

But Johann  went on a journey of 3 and a half years and some 30,000 miles to try and 

understand. He talked with scientists, psychiatrists and doctors,  social and medical  
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researchers,  politicians and law enforcement agents and families.  He interviewed 

personel returning from war zones and he went to Portugal where drugs have been 

decriminalised and the money they saved in the courts and gaols spent on reconnecting 

addicted persons to their own feelings, and relationships and to the wider society.  

His discoveries profoundly challenged the popular views  that addiction is a moral failing 

or that addiction is merely a disease taking place in a chemically hijacked brain. In fact 

while chemical hooks is one aspect, he discovered that it is more complicated and the 

biggest factor in addiction and in the healing of addicts was human connection – for 

many addiction was a cage that grew in situations of dislocation and loneliness.  

Johann Hari  wrote a book of his findings called Chasing the Scream: The First and Last 

Days of the War on Drugs”. And he leads us into our Gospel story today when he 

learned to love his partner again by separating him from his addiction so that he could 

say… “It is not you. It’s your cage.”    

Today we heard the story of a confrontation between Jesus and a man with an unclean 

or impure spirit.   Did you hear that? not an unclean man but a man with an unclean 

spirit. Something in his life had trapped him  - something was torturing him. It was a 

cage that he was desperate to be freed from.  

Notice how in the telling of this story the man and the unclean spirit are one and the 

same in some ways and yet they are differentiated. When the man interrupted Jesus as 

he taught, it was his lips moving as the unclean spirit cries out.  The Greek word Mark 

uses says that he gave a throaty squawk from deep within him.  Those present heard 

the real depths of his suffering and the tragedy his life had become. 

And yet… there is differentiation too. Jesus addresses the spirit within the man  - he 

acknowledges that  demonization is part of this poor man’s experience but is not the 

man himself….  Jesus honours a person’s tragic situation in a very layered and 

sensitive way.   

The spirits tormenting the man know that in the powerful presence of Jesus they have 

no future – there’s bravado in their questions but they submit to Jesus’ strong voice: Be 

silent, and come out of him!   

Jesus acknowledges the things in this man’s life that have tormented him as real  - he 

calls them out and names them and frees him like a bird into flight as his cage is 

broken. In his new freedom he is restored to himself and his community.  
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And what about his community? That day in the synagogue the people were astounded 

-    They could not  yet  name Jesus as the Son of God, but they knew that they had  

witnessed something extraordinary.  

Who is this teacher so forthright and different from their usual teachers the scribes?  

When he speaks, things happen. Lives are transformed.   

Where did his authority and power come from?   

You may remember that when Jesus was baptized as he splashed up out of the water, 

the “heavens were torn apart”  - and the Holy Spirit of God in the form of a dove 

descended upon Jesus and the voice of God affirmed him “You are my Son , the 

Beloved, with you I am well pleased”. Jesus teaches with the power of the Spirit of God  

and the authority of God.     

And Jesus began his ministry proclaiming  “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God 

has come near; turn around and believe in the good news.”   

Friends, Jesus came to heal and to restore us and the whole creation.  With  grace and 

compassion and the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus  sets us free from  those things 

which rob us of all that God desires for us.   He came to heal our brokenness and to 

free us from the cages we can find ourselves locked into physically and mentally and 

spiritually and socially.  

Have you experienced anxiety or fear that you cannot overcome   –fears to do with self-

doubt being a good parent or financial and job security  -  fears about the future –  about 

your health or the health of a loved one – of being alone – of growing old and losing 

one’s independence –  someone or something from your past that has a hold over you?  

– a guilt that needs forgiveness?    

Have you struggled with an addiction?  We all experience cages that limit and hold us in 

some way.  

And this past year especially… I don’t know about you but I have struggled in the midst 

of it. My heart goes out to anyone in lockdown or affected by this virus.  Many of us 

have experienced  our world growing  smaller and smaller - more uncertain  and 

sometimes that has been okay but other times  it hasn’t.  For many it is not just the 

physical space and the borders closing but the psychological that feels like being locked 

in a cage longing  to be out and about with people.  

Let’s take a moment…. close your eyes and ask yourself 
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What has happened that has disturbed me and caged me in?            
What do I need to be freed from so that I can experience life in its fullness?  
 

 
 
Friends turn to Jesus…. he sets us free.  
 
That day in the synagogue when Jesus taught the people, their hearts opened  - and for 

one man his whole being  burst right open as he was set free from his cage and his life 

was restored.      

We are told Jesus restored the man with the demons immediately  - We too experience 
moments of God’s grace  and extraordinary healing and freedom and  often it is a 
longer and more uneven journey.  
 
Often we need others to help us along the way.   That is why the Uniting Church 
supports refugees and why we are walking with parents campaigning for personal drug-
taking to be decriminalized and treated as a health issue to keep young people out of 
jail. That is why Grace Tame needed the Let her Speak campaigners  … that is why we 
share the good news of Jesus and invite you into community.  
 
Jesus sets us free. It’s an inner journey and it’s an outer journey.  The power of Jesus  
to set us free.  
 

Laurel Barr 

31st  January 2021 

 


