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Mark 1 

     I had a lot of fun rereading this history of our church the past couple of weeks in preparation for this 

300th anniversary Sunday.  This book was written by our church member Helena Engberg, who I saw this 

past week and I told her that I would be using her book this Sunday, and she was so pleased.   She 

explains in here that the rule back in colonial Massachusetts was that you couldn’t form a new town in 

this commonwealth unless you were willing to have a church, unless you were willing to build your own 

meetinghouse and fund your own pastor.  Previous to the founding of this town in 1717, the people of 

this area would travel to Marlborough to go to church, but this was a long journey and so various efforts 

were made from about 1680 on to organize a church and town here, but it took until 1717 for it all to 

come together. 

    In virtually all other communities in Massachusetts, the founding of the town and the founding of the 

first church happened the same year, for the reasons that I have just said, you had to have a church to 

start a town.  But this church, and the Unitarian church across the street that we split off from back in 

the early 1800’s, choose to have as our founding date 1724, 7 years after the founding of the town.  This 

was because in 1717, we had no official building to meet in, and we had a student pastor, but it took 

until 1724 before the first meetinghouse was built and the first full-time pastor of the church, a man 

named Ebenezer Parkman arrived, and that was when the church chose to say it began.  Ebenezer 

Parkman ended up staying in our church as pastor for 58 years, until his death in 1782.  Now downstairs 

in our chapel, we still have the pulpit from that first meetinghouse, and we brought it up here today, 

and you can see that it is amazingly well preserved considering all the history it has seen.  We also have 

the Bible that the church and possibly Ebenezer Parkman used in those early years in the chapel too, as 

a reminder of God’s revelation to us in Scripture throughout our history, and we have brought that up 

here this morning as well.  So we as a church celebrate with others this 300th anniversary, but we will 

have our own big 300th anniversary celebration 7 years from now! 

     Now Helena explains in her book that the average worship service in the 1700’s in a church like ours 

went for 2-3 hours in the morning, and then people would come back for another 2-3 hours at the 

afternoon service.  Boy do I miss the good old days!  As you might imagine, a few people had trouble 

staying awake and attentive through both services, so the church had what was called a Tithingman.  He 

had this name originally because he collected the tithes and offerings from the worshippers, but he also 

kept a sharp eye on the congregation, rapping kids on the knuckles who were misbehaving and adult 

men who were snoring!  He would try a different tack with the ladies-he would use a fox tail to tickle the 

noses of those who had fallen asleep, though many women were able to hide their droopy eyes beneath 

their wide bonnets so that no one could quite tell what they were doing!  The Deacons though did put 

an hourglass on the pulpit next to the pastor, and conspiscously would come up and turn it over as each 

hour went by, as a subtle reminder to the pastor of when he might be going too long-thank goodness we 

got rid of that!  I don’t like to be constrained in how long I preach! 

     And the common practice then was to read a whole chapter of Scripture for the worship service, and 

then to have an exposition of the Scriptures afterward.   And Helena reports that the first Sunday this 

church did that, Rev. Parkman chose Mark chapter 1, along with Genesis chapter 1, as the Scriptures for 



the day, so that is why we have Mark chapter one as our sermon Scripture this morning as well.  Mark 

begins his book by saying, “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”, and he 

starts to lay out in this first chapter why he believes this to be true.  Now based on what you heard Mark 

talk about in that first chapter, what kind of a personality do you think Jesus had?  If He were to spend a 

weekend at your house visiting, how would you describe Him to someone else?  We get our initial 

glimpse at His personality when He calls His first disciples, Simon, who was later called Peter, Andrew, 

James and John.  Now it would be a mistake to think that this was the first time these four had seen 

Jesus-In the gospel of John, they are described as disciples of John the Baptist, so they were aware of 

Jesus from John’s interaction with Him.  Still, there must have been something special about Jesus that 

made these men want to follow Him with their lives.  Now note that Jesus doesn’t go to the local 

university or synagogue to recruit the best and brightest or most spiritual of His generation.  Instead, He 

calls as His first disciples simple fishermen, who were looked down on by their more educated peers.  

Yet as is always the case with Jesus, He didn’t see them as what they were, but as what they could be for 

God’s work in the world.  So it is with you; when Jesus Christ looks at you, He doesn’t see what you are, 

but what you could be for God’s work in the world.   

     Now Jesus takes His new disciples to the synagogue in the town of Capernaum on the Sabbath, where 

He starts teaching.  The general pattern of the teachers in the synagogues of the day was to take up an 

issue and start quoting various rabbis who said this or that on the topic.  Jesus was very different-He 

didn’t quote from anyone-He just told people how God wished they would live their lives in a very 

straightforward manner, acting as if He knew exactly what God thought.  Mark says that people were 

astonished at His teaching, for He taught them with authority, and He teaches in several different places 

in the area in this chapter.   

     But Jesus’ authority did not end there; while teaching in the synagogue, there was a man present who 

Mark said had an unclean spirit.  He probably acted in the way that someone who had severe mental 

and emotional problems today would act, and it must have been a dramatic moment when he 

confronted Jesus in the synagogue and cried out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  

Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  How amazing it is that this 

was the first person in Mark’s gospel to recognize Jesus for who He really is!  But Mark said that Jesus 

rebuked Him-it is always hard for me to picture Jesus as angry, but He had His moments, and He said to 

the demonic spirit in the man, “Be silent and come out of Him!”, and to the astonishment of those 

watching this, the demonic spirit in this man, crying and howling, came out.  This was the first of Jesus’ 

many healings in this chapter-He goes on to heal Simon’s mother-in law, a leper, and many others who 

were sick.   And in the midst of all this teaching and healing, Mark tells us that in the morning, while it 

was still very dark, Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.   

     So running through all these stories of Jesus that Marks tells in chapter one are a number of Jesus’ 

personality traits: His charisma, His compassion, His love of people, and His authority, even over illness 

and the demonic. Now when we hear the word authority today, we tend to think of an authority figure, 

and maybe someone who is very stiff, with no sense of a smile or laughter.  When I say that Jesus had a 

sense of authority, I don’t mean that He was like that-I think He smiled a lot, and loved to laugh and to 

enjoy life, but there was definitely something about Him that was without fear and full of spiritual 

power.  When He called His disciples, I think they knew he had that sense of authority, when He taught 

in the synagogues, those who were listening could hear that there was something really different about 



this teacher, and when He healed people of the things that afflicted them, both physical, emotional and 

spiritual, everyone could see that He had great authority and power. 

     And He used this authority and power on behalf of people, and not just the powerful and the 

important, but those on the margins of society who were ignored or ostracized by others, the sick and 

the lepers and the outcasts.  And by doing so, Jesus set an example for all of His followers of the type of 

Church He wants us to be. 

         It is Jesus’ example and the power of the Holy Spirit that has led this church for hundreds of years.  

Helena includes the story in her book of how Ebenezer Parkman and our church reached out in the 

1700’s to a group of people who were outcasts in their time, the Acadians.  The Acadians were French 

farmers from what is today Nova Scotia who refused to take a loyalty oath to the British during the time 

of the French and Indian War.  The British decided then to expel them from Nova Scotia, and nearly 

10,000 Acadians out of a total population of 12,000 were taken from their homes and forcibly deported 

to the American colonies in scenes of woe and distress.  Their houses and farms were confiscated or 

burned, and many families were deliberately separated.  When they arrived here in Massachusetts and 

Connecticut, they were treated like prisoners of war, forbidden to practice in public their faith of Roman 

Catholicism.   They were also poor, having everything taken from them, and while some in the 

Commonwealth did seek to help them, more often the Acadian exiles were feared and hated.   

     One family, the LeBlancs, came to live here in Westborough in a house on South Street, and three 

days after they arrived, Rev. Parkman noted in his diary that he paid them a visit, the first of many.  

Helena writes, “The sympathy, the warmth, and the intimacy  with which he treated them is astounding, 

especially when one considers that they are strangers to his race and to his religion, enemies and 

prisoners of his country.  However, it was of his nature to turn towards the oppressed, the needy and 

the unfortunate, and Monsieur Leblanc was to become a close friend of the pastor and the center of his 

relations with many other Acadians”, as many of the other exiles living in neighboring towns would visit 

him as well, a total of about 50 people.  I would guess in this that Parkman had the support of our 

church, as they together exemplified Jesus’ way of welcoming all into His presence.  And that is also the 

type of church that we want to be today, almost 300 years later.  Our official mission statement as a 

church is “Open Doors, Growing Faith”, and we welcome people into our open doors, and pray that the 

love and acceptance people find here flows out of our doors into the world beyond.  May we keep Jesus’ 

extravagant welcome for all people alive, through the power of the Holy Spirit.  May God receive the 

praise and the honor, Amen  


