B. 4th Sunday in Ordinary Time #3  



                     Mk 1: 21-28

Scene

In the course of teaching during a synagogue service Jesus exorcises a demon from a man possessed.  The demons were offended; the people amazed.

Background

Mk emphasizes the fact that Jesus taught but gives little of the content of that teaching, compared to the other evangelists. His point is that the actions of Jesus- his miracles of healing and exorcisms- were also “teaching.” Jesus does not merely communicate intellectual knowledge, but also power. Mk contrasts Jesus’ teaching with that of the scribes, the official teachers of Jesus’ day, to illustrate how lacking in power their teaching was. It was words, but words without the power to put the words into practice. That was the fundamental problem with the law as the scribes taught it. If the scribes had anything close to the Spirit it was the “spirit” in prepackaged form. The quoted “authorities” a lot because they had no authority (or originality) of their own. Jesus was different, not because he taught something completely different, but because he taught with such authority that things happened, things changed, lives changed. People were moved to action and sick and possessed people were healed. Grace is bestowed and those formerly separated from God are restored to fellowship with him. The hell on earth that sin created is being not merely rejected but ejected and heaven (in the person of God’s Son) is replacing it with God’s kingdom. This is not a mere intellectual conceit or theoretical utopia. It comes to individuals in visible, felt form- in healing and exorcism, signs of God’s intervention into the human (sinful) condition.

v. 21 Capernaum:  Identified with the ruins at Tel Hum on the NW shore of the Sea of Galilee, it is one of the few sites specified by Mk as a center of Jesus’ preaching and healing activity.

Taught:  Mk uses the verb teach 16 times and teacher 11 times, but he gives very little of the content of Jesus’ teaching in comparison to the other Gospels.  In this pericope there is actually no teaching as such.  Mk’s point is that when Jesus taught (spoke) things did not stay as they were; they changed.  The meaning of the Hebrew dabar, both word and event, applies here.  Only for God is it true that what he says happens.  In the synagogue in those days any adult male, competent in the interpretation of the Law, could preach or comment on the reading of the day.  It seems that Jesus was so regarded by the people.

v. 22 he taught with authority: When others, particularly the scribes, taught they would begin by saying something like “There is a teaching that...” and would then go on to quote authorities, recognized teachers of old, to support their point.  They had no point of view of their own.  Their “authority” was derived from others.  Jesus taught differently.  He quoted no one.  He spoke with personal authority and assurance, from his heart.  This astounded his hearers.  So it wasn’t so much that he taught new content, but he taught in new way.  In v. 27 the people will call his miracle of exorcism “a new teaching”.  What Jesus does is his “teaching."

v. 23 unclean spirit: At that time, illness and particularly insanity, were generally attributed to unclean (or evil) spirits.  While this concept respects the truth that illness, in the final analysis, is something which God has not willed - something which is hostile to God - Jesus did not subscribe to the doctrine wholesale.  In this instance the man was possessed by a demon or (when “it” speaks) demons.  His personality had been damaged to the point that the demonic power had usurped the center of his self, and even spoke through him.  (Whenever Jesus came across a superstitious belief, he rebuked the superstition; whenever he came across a demonic possession, he rebuked the demon.  Jesus believed in evil’s power to take possession of a person.)

v. 24 What do you want of us?:  In classical Greek the question would mean “What have we in common?”, but under the influence of Hebrew it means something like “Why are you bothering us?” or “Why are you interfering with us?”  The point of the question is that the demons are objecting that Jesus has no business with them yet.  They are claiming that they have some time left before Jesus’ decisive battle with them at the cross.

I know who you are: Confusion is a key indicator that we are in the presence of evil. Note the confusion caused by the demon or demons moving back and forth from the singular to the plural.  The idea was widespread at the time that exact knowledge or the other’s name brought mastery or control over him or her.  But here, of course, it does not come off for the demon(s): against even this stratagem the power of Jesus is irresistible.

The Holy One of God: Ironically, an “unclean spirit” knows who Jesus really is.  It utters Jesus’ secret name.  This points out the striking difference between the forms of address employed by demoniacs and the titles used by ordinary sick individuals.  The latter group appeal to Jesus as “Lord” (7:8); “Teacher” (9:17); “Son of David” (10:47-48), or “Master” (10:51).  All these worldly terms applied to human beings. The demoniacs, on the other hand, address Jesus as “the Holy One of God” (1:24); “the Son of God” (3:11), or “Son of the Most High God” (5:7) - all formulas which identify Jesus as the divine Son of God.  They are equipped to recognize the otherworldly dimension of Jesus’ being because they live there too. They could see Jesus on the spiritual level, whereas humans (without faith) could not.

v. 25 Be quiet!  Come out: In contrast to contemporary exorcists who pronounced some sort of spell or performed some magical action or ritual, Jesus” exorcism is relatively effortless and without frills. He utters only a few direct words (what he says happens), through which his absolute authority over demons released the man held captive by their power, (This will be called “a new teaching” by the observing crowd.)  Jesus’ word alone presented with sovereign authority that permitted neither debate nor theoretical reflection confronted the congregation with the absolute claim of God upon their whole person.  This recalls the old prophetic demand, “teaching” with the authority of God to back it up, rather than the present scribal tradition, “quoting” human teachers and laws. It also recalls 1: 16-20 wherein the disciples of Jesus changed their lives around on the strength of and at the challenge of Jesus’ word, a word without extended explanation. (The explanations or teachings came later.)

v. 26 violently...with a loud shriek: This demonstrates the intensity of the battle and the immensity of the victory, whereas the amazement of the people shows that they experienced something of the presence of God.

v. 27 a new teaching: The crowd correctly perceives that the important thing is not the miracle upon a single sick person.  It is the all-encompassing authority of Jesus, revealed through the miracle, intended to challenge and to confront everyone in, through and by Jesus’ teaching.  This miracle was simply evidence of Jesus’ power/authority.  In and through him God is speaking to humans in such a way that the rift is healed and evil’s power over humans is broken.  Heaven is breaking into the human condition and expelling hell, a hell brought about through human cooperation with evil. The Lord’s Prayer is coming true. God’s will is being done on earth as it is in heaven.

v. 28 his reputation spread throughout...Galilee: This is Mk’s way of making the point that in the north, in Galilee, Jesus’ native country, he was rather well accepted.  It was not until he went south, to Jerusalem, the region of Jewish law and authority, the region of religious power, that Jesus experienced opposition.  He is using geography as theological symbols rather than as actual places.  Clearly, Jesus met opposition in his own hometown.  The point is more theological than sociological.

Reflection

Demonic possession is real. It does not have to be the kind dramatized in the movie “The exorcist.” We can say, without exaggeration, that anyone trapped in a full-blown addiction (be it to food, drugs, money, sex, religion) is possessed by an evil spirit. At that stage, a person is not really morally responsible for his/her behavior. The person’s free will has been co-opted by the evil spirit. The person is, however, responsible for the evil he/she does to self and others. Responsible in the sense of having to make amends and/or suffer the consequences of the addictive behavior. Yet, before God, because the person’s free will has been seriously compromised, the person ids not responsible morally. God understands, as do we, that a person does not ask or decide to be captured by an addiction. Because free will is not there, neither is mortal sin. That is not to say, however, that the addict is not in dire straits. When the addict hears the word that there is salvation for him/her if and only if he/she stops denying the condition and reaches out and asks for help, help beyond himself/herself, then the addict becomes responsible to do just that. We are not told in this story that the man actually asked for help from Jesus, but we are told that in the other exorcism miracle stories. (Mk omits that detail here because he has other fish to fry.)

It is probably true that everyone or almost everyone is afflicted by some sort of addiction. After all, addiction is just another term for what we mean by original sin, a condition of being estranged from God through no fault or sin of our own. But it is certainly true that we call come under the influence of evil. We all have vices, a milder form of demon possession, to be sure. But a form of it nonetheless. And the cure for that is the same as the cure for full-blown addiction or demon possession. Different folks are at different points on the spectrum leading up to demon possession. The cure is simple- the word of God as it comes through Jesus. Because evil spirits are spirits and live in the spirit world or on the spirit level, they can see who Jesus really is. They can also see when his word is positively affecting people they erroneously thought they had in their grips. And they don’t like it. They will put up a fight to hold on to what they thought they had. However, their power is miniscule compared to the power of Jesus’ word. Thus, a constant dialogue with Jesus cures us from all evil, especially its insidious insinuation into our lives. When we allow the word of God to confront the evil in us, it is exorcised.

Christians are very “realistic” about evil. We don not pretend it is not there. In fact, we see life as a battle with evil. That’s not all life is, but it certainly involves this constant struggle to be free of evil’s clutches. Because evil is so sneaky we can miss its inroads into our lives and eventually end up fully possessed. Jesus did not mock the notion that a person could be possessed. Instead he rebuked the evil and it went. That’s power! Power we do not have on our own. Power we need to ask for, trust in, and let do its job once it has entered us. Thus, on various levels of intensity, we are constantly being “exorcised” by Jesus, if and only if we let him. If we foolishly thing we are “pretty good” and not n need of his assistance, we are hooked. The devil has us. There is no one easier to possess than a self-righteous person. And self-righteousness is the besetting sin of the religious person. Look at the Pharisees and the scribes!

We need not be concerned about getting an exact measure of just where we are on the road to demon possession. We can confidently presume that the devil is not leaving us alone. In fact, the more Christian we are, the more the devil will try to steal us from Christ. He (or It) is in a contest with God of cosmic proportions for the human spirit and soul. The devil'’ pride is at stake and we all know what a powerful motivator pride is. Understanding our lives and ourselves as involved in this war is not intended to scare us, just throw cold water on our stupidity. Christ has the power and the will to give us the willpower to overcome evil in all its forms, no matter how subtle or obvious, how weak or strong.

Key Notions

1. The word of God is more than intellectual knowledge. It is also power.

2. Like God at creation, Jesus has the power to just say something in order to make it happen.

3. Jesus has said to us that we are saved if we put our trust in him. So we are saved.

4. We are saved, rescued, delivered from the clutches of evil. If we are not we lose even our humanity and either remain or become the devil’s possession, instead of God.

5. We are either “possessed” by the Holy Spirit or we are “possessed” by the evil spirit.

Food For Thought

1. Possession: One of the silliest notions humans have is that they can own stuff. Even sillier is that they “own” themselves or their bodies. We are created and therefore creatures. Creatures don’t “own.” They are, by definition, “owned.” They question is “By whom?” We are either owned by God or owned by God’s opposite, evil or the devil or Satan or whatever other title we care to use. This will become clearer when we die to this world, but it is also true in this world, even though not always obvious. In eternity there will be nothing to “own,” no land, no stocks, no bonds, no houses. So, in that condition, we won’t even attempt to kid ourselves that we “own” anything. Here, on earth, it’s a different story. We do foolishly thing we can “own”- our lives, property, goods, even people. Ironically, human slavery, the idea that one can “own” or “possess” a person, reveals the lie to any ownership ideas. Even more ironical is the fact that the more we try to “own” anything, the more we are “owned” by what we try to own. The whole idea is so silly it would be funny were it not for the tragically sad consequences such pursuits and conceits result in. Demonic possession is but the extreme case.

2. Spirit possession: Christians are “possessed” by the Holy Spirit. Because he is “holy” the Spirit does not co-opt our free will, but encourages and empowers us to use it. Free will is the special gift God gave to humans which makes humans “like” or in the “image” of God, the ultimate and summit of free will. If our free will is not being constantly strengthened by a daily diet of God’s word, we will find it so progressively weakened that we fall easily into the clutches, the possession, of evil and lose what might still be left of our free will. Evil is very cunning. It dupes humans into thinking that sin is the every exercise of their free will. Yet, in exercising free will in that way, a way hostile to God, its giver, humans lose the very thing they foolishly thought they were gaining.

3.     Authority: In Greek “authority” and “power” are the same word, exousia. Jesus actually makes his authority 

 available to us in order to fight evil’s onslaughts. By a simple word, like “Be gone” or “Be quiet” or “Come out of     me” we can dismiss evil and temptation. It’s the exercise of our free will. But since everyone’s free will has been compromised by sin, we need a power greater than our own to make this work. Jesus is always there to lend a hand. But we must ask him. He will not intrude into our lives or bypass our free will. We have to let him. In one of the most amazing aspects of the omnipotent God’s love an respect for his human creatures, he requires our permission before he will help us. That is the authority God has given us and that is the authority the evil one      wants to rob from us.
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