FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘B’

On Tuesday mornings at the Parish Office, Angi, Jolene, and I try to begin our week with a time of prayer and a sharing of our activities for the coming days.  We use the Gospel reading of the coming Sunday for our reflection.

Last Tuesday, after reading about Jesus expelling the unclean spirit in today’s Gospel reading, I wondered aloud about evil, asking if Satan or the devil is real, or if evil is simply the absence of good.  After all, cold is nothing more than the absence of heat; darkness is nothing more than the absence of light; maybe evil, in itself, is nothing at all, just the absence of good.  

At the end of our prayer, Angi told me that if I didn’t believe in the devil, I should stop at her house some morning when the kids are waking up and getting  ready for school!

In today’s First Reading, Moses is reminding the People of God of how they were frightened to death by the thunder and cloud and earth tremor which accompanied God’s appearance to Moses to give the Ten Commandments to the people.  The people then asked for a prophet like Moses who would be raised up for them from among their kin.  Moses told them that the Lord said, “I will raise up for them a prophet from their kin, and I will put my words into his mouth; he shall tell them all that I command him.”

When Jesus began his public ministry in Capernaum’s synagogue, those present sensed that his words were empowered by God.  He spoke with such authority that even evil spirits listened and obeyed.  The people present believed that they had been sent the prophet who had been requested.

For the third week since we celebrated Epiphany, the visit of the Magi to Jesus which showed Jesus to be the savior ot only of the Chosen People but of all people in the world for all times, we have been seeing and hearing Jesus in a hurry to announce the Good News that the Reign of God is now here and we should be living and enjoying it.

He was baptized by John the Baptist in the River Jordan, the Spirit descended upon him like a dove, and a voice from Heaven proclaimed, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased: listen to him.”

Two weeks ago, the Gospel writer John said that Andrew and the other disciple of John the Baptist followed Jesus, listened to him, and brought Peter to him.  Last week, the Gospel writer Mark said that it was Jesus who had called these men and others from their work as fishermen, and they dropped everything and followed him.

And today the Reign of God begins with Jesus casting out an evil power that has taken control of a person.  God’s power to confront and expel evil is at hand and operates through Jesus, so He acts.  Jesus is present as the prophet like Moses, who teaches with the authority of God and whose words are obeyed even by unclean spirits.

The authors of the books of the Bible have a lasting message: they want us to take a look at the vast array of voices that our society offers by posing a simple yet vital question: “Where is the singular voice of the Lord, the sound of genuine authority in our lives?”

The demon we read about in the Gospel is noisy, full of talk – and multiple … many demons in one person.  This demon can do multi-tasking, too!  And what is the first thing that Jesus tells the demon?  “QUIET!”

Benedictine Father Guerric DeBona says that these ancient people of the Bible mirror our own community, at times collapsed in on itself with self-concerns:

Go to any large city – or even small towns these days – and you will often find people feverish to scramble to their next destination.

And, indeed, is there anyone that has not felt pressured to drive the kids to the tenth activity of the day; run to the grocery for dinner; and accomplish the vast array of activities in between that make up our busy lives?

Taken together, these activities represent busy people, often losing touch not only with their roots but with a sense of purpose.  

To be honest, I think our capitalist economy wants us this way: closed in on ourselves so that we can think of nothing except the latest invention or popular craze.  That is what keeps us hooked.

And buying all they have to offer us so that we even have to rent storage bins to store up everything we didn’t really need in the first place.

We face today a cultural dissonance, numerous distractions, and an overall dispersion that clouds and blurs the clean voice of truth.

The Psalmist tells the people of Israel and he tells us, “If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts.”

So, how can we work to claim Christ’s destruction of evil in our lives?  Back in the 16th century, Saint Ignatius of Loyola put together nine tips for working out the signs of the good spirit and the falsehood of the bad spirit.  It is called CHRISTIAN DISCERNMENT:

1.     Trust the commonplace, the ordinary, the everyday.

2.     Live in the here and now.

3.     Don’t make a decision when you are “down”; allow the crisis to pass.

4.     Be suspicious of ‘the urgent’. (part of every advertisement)

5.     Be humble enough to take wise advice wisely.

6.     Learn the patterns of the good spirit and the bad spirit – follow one, train the other.

7.     The good spirit connects us. The bad spirit divides, isolates, locks us in our fears.

8.     Get your head and heart in dialogue – we need both.

9.     No work for the coming of the kingdom is too small, irrelevant, or inconsequential.

All of us have the work of discerning the spirits that drive us.  What possesses us?  Ambition may drive us, the desire to achieve an advanced degree or a high paying job.  Desire for security can possess us, a willingness to do whatever a boss asks in order to provide for the family.  Alcohol or chocolate or drugs can possess us, becoming a comfort in our stress or pain.  Fear can stifle our creative selves or choke our voices.

The unclean spirits are right to ask Jesus if he has come to destroy them.  The answer is yes.  Through healing and forgiveness Jesus claims us.  Relationships with Jesus give us life rather than diminish our life.

 Let us listen to the voice that is deep within us, not the many voices that tell us what to be, or where to go, or how to dress, but the single voice of the one who loves us beyond all knowing.  That voice is upon us, and has come to set us free.

 
 
