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When I visit the homes of either my married friends or siblings, I am always intrigued to observe how the decisions are made in the house and who is really ‘in charge.’ Some men are pretty good at stepping back and acknowledging that his wife is ‘running the show.’  Some women are good at allowing the husband to THINK that he is in charge, but is subtly making sure that her idea is being implemented.  Children know which parent will give in easier and which one to listen to the very first time.  I always tell couples who I am preparing for marriage to spend a LOT of time watching and listening to the relationship that their partner’s parents have to be better prepared for what their future spouse will bring into the marriage. We each grow up within certain family dynamics that affect us greatly as to how our own household is orchestrated.  Our first lesson on what ‘authority’ means comes from our parents.  And from there we learn from other adult leaders in our life of whether to trust or resist any ‘authority figure’ who might have ‘power’ over us.

Psychologically and spiritually speaking, we all need some forms of authority in our life, from the natural laws of God for morals and ethics, to the human laws set up for a just society.  But as much as we may tell ourselves of the value of authority, depending on our experience, some people really resist the idea of anyone having power over them.  In reality, we are all subject to people in authority at various points in our life.  Some of those we choose, other authorities are assigned to us.  For example, before I was ordained and was in the general ‘workforce,’ I could choose my job based on the kind of ‘authority’ I wanted to work for.  With ordination I made a choice for the rest of my life to submit to the authority of whatever bishop was assigned to the diocese of Belleville.

One of the biggest struggles that parents have with teenagers is their rebellion against authority during their adolescent years of human formation.  During those years, it is extremely painful for the parent feeling rejected and the teenager thinking they need no one to tell them what to do.  Eventually we grow up, hopefully, and realize…if we mature, that rules and someone in authority actually gives us more freedom…as parameters and policies help eliminate some of the chaos of life.

One of the first things Jesus does in his ministry is to assert his authority over evil.  Jesus entered a world where evil seems to have the upper hand and humanity, like the possessed man in the synagogue, seems helpless against such power. Evil works against God's good intentions for us.  The world needed a "mightier one," who can subdue the powers of evil. Jesus enters the scene and, as we see in Mark's gospel, he quickly goes about his mission:  he confronts and casts out the various guises of evil which oppress people. He does battle against sin, sickness, falsehood, greed and the power of death itself.

Jesus' power and authority reveal that God has arrived to help us resist and overcome evil. This exorcism story is visible proof of God's power.  The other healing that Jesus wants is to reunite to the community anyone who has been ostracized due to illness, addiction, or other reasons for societal rejection.  During Jesus’ time, any person with unusual behavior would have been considered possessed of an ‘evil spirit.’ Hence, they were barred from the synagogue and often times the town.  Breaking cultural tradition, Jesus used his authority, NOT to cast the man from the synagogue, but to drive out the source of the alienation.  He is restoring to order and health what evil has upset.  Remember his promise from last week?  “The kingdom of God is AT HAND!”

The Gospel shows us Jesus' authority over the many demons and un-holy spirits that possess us.  The way that Mark uses the generic term that the man had an ‘unclean spirit’ leaves it open for the reader to name other kinds of evil spirits that possess people.  Any way in which human beings are not fully free, then those are the demons that possess us. In today’s world, those demons might include alcohol and drugs, an out-of-control consumerism and debt; many are possessed, held back from true freedom, by the rampant violence and illicit sex all around us in our culture. We are still possessed, as a society, by the demon of poverty. Jesus continued the line of the great Hebrew prophets in proclaiming that, as long as even one person lives in poverty or is segregated, we cannot be fully free as a people of God.  If one person is outside the community, we all held bondage! Jesus uses God’s authority against such demons. These are the causes for which he was willing to die. 

The underlying message this gospel story is teaching us is that we have to admit that there are ‘unclean spirits’ in both our personal lives and in our culture that can only be set free by the authority of Jesus Christ.  This step of conversion requires a vulnerability in which we confess anything that has power over us that is not part of our holy, Christian discipleship.  We can act like a rebellious adolescent, thinking that we are in charge of our own life…OR we can submit our life to the power and authority of God to help us experience the FREEDOM for which we long.  This requires a deep FAITH that Jesus’ authority, his laws of forgiveness, love, and outreach to the lost, is what we really NEED in our life.  The false powers we give in to will only continue to lead us deeper and further into self destruction.  If we dare come forward and accept this covenant with God in the Eucharist, we are admitting that we do indeed NEED the authority of God to rule our lives.

