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As we look over the gospel reading for this coming Sunday against the backdrop of what has 

been happening in our country over the last year,  we can see a couple of scenes, as it were, in 

the gospel which are going on simultaneously and which have an important message for us.  The 

first scene that I pondered about has to do with “ authority”. 

In the gospel Jesus  has just entered the synagogue.  As was the custom of Jesus’ time,  anyone in 

the community in which the synagogue is located, can ask to speak to the community.  Usually, 

at these times, a reading from the Old Testament would have been shared much like the first 

reading we hear on this Sunday from Deuteronomy.  We, of course, do not know what the 

specific  reading was that Jesus  would have spoken from, but we can assume it was certainly 

something that was controversial in terms of what he said.  The text tells us he spoke with such a 

different type of authority than the scribes or pharisees that it really struck a cord,  deep in the 

community’s mind.  . 

 As we read this part of the gospel, perhaps we may recall this past year in our own country and  

how many people spoke to us and were, reportedly,” an authority” in the area of which they 

spoke.  In hindsight, we came to learn that that was not always the case. Later events showed that 

many of them lacked “the authority” and the knowledge that they attempted to project. 

The experience of this last year offers us a moment of pause to ponder who are the voices of 

“authority” to which we listen: politicians, scientists, social or cultural experts, news analysts, 

religious commentators or even a mob?   We can ask ourselves if we view Jesus as one of those 

in authority to whom we turn when we are confused, unsure, or seeking guidance.   Is he the first 

voice we go to listen to or is he the last we think of seeking out?           

The second scene in the gospel that captures our attention. of course, is that of the demon who 

confronts Jesus to determine what is Jesus’ intention.  It is really a kind of strange question 

which the demon asks of Jesus . “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!”  For me, the strangeness of the 

questions seem to be in the context of the pronouns used.  First the demon refers to an “us”,  as 

if there is more than one demon in the man.  And then the demon switches to the singular by 

stating “I know who you are.”  It is the second part of the question that I find is the most 

intriguing.  As I sat to think of  it, I wondered who do I think Jesus is?   In other words, is my 

answer to that question more about what I have heard about Jesus?  And thus, my knowledge of 

Jesus  is based more what I have been told, what others have said about him and  less about what 
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I  have encountered in my own relationship with Jesus .  Is it  like knowing more about someone, 

than  knowing the “someone?”   

The third scene focuses on the judgement that the community makes about the man as being 

possessed by a demon.    We actually know little about the man, either before, or after, Jesus  

heals him. Often in the times in which Jesus was living, when people encountered someone 

whose behavior was strikingly unusual, impossible to understand, or terribly threatening, then 

they would say of that  person that he or she was possessed by a demon.  They would assume it 

was the demon who made the person  act in that particular way.  As such, that type of thinking 

removes the personal responsibility from the individual for his action and places the blame on a 

demonic entity.   

Today we don't talk in such ways of demons or demonic possession, and in fact we very seldom 

even refer to demons  when we see someone who is behaving very strangely or in a very self- 

destructive manner.  Often, we hold them accountable.  “Why don’t you just change?  What is 

the matter with you don’t you have any will power?”  We might ask.    So, it may seem  what 

they're doing to themselves, and to us, if we are related to the person and suffering because of 

their behavior, is something for which they are personally responsible  and only they can change 

it, if they want.   This is most graphically seen when we are dealing with someone who is 

addicted to some type of substance abuse or is involved in some type of criminal behavior.   We 

look at this as a choice the person has made in spite of all the warnings they have received.  But 

given what has happened in our country this year in terms of riots, attempts to overthrow the 

government, racism, a pandemic which has crippled our economy and killed hundreds of 

thousands of persons in our country, we might wonder about whether or not, besides just the 

personal types of demonic possession people may have, we may consider that such possession 

and influence, if you will, can be found in larger bodies, such as institutions, cultural systems, 

governments, and  world prejudice attitudes.  For example, this past year we have seen the 

ugliness of racism rise very powerfully in our culture.  We can wonder where did that demon 

come from?  Why does it exist among us? Are we a part of it? Was it there all along and we 

refused to see it?  We think of “demons” as being only related to a personal behavior, but we've 

seen this past year how “ demons” can be cultural, systematic, or institutional in the ways they 

manifest themselves and affect peoples’ lives.  Take, for example, the demon of racism and the 

hatred and violence it leaves in its wake.`  The more we face our demons, the more we see how  

in many ways we may be the ones who are controlled by the demons.  Such demons, like this, 

can remain within us, hidden, not obvious to the business of our lives, until something outside of 

ourselves happens and when we begin to ask, “Is this part me also?”  Do I, we, need to be healed 

of this demon just as the man in the gospel today needed healing?     

The hiddenness of our demons, whether they be personal or institutional sometimes, can fool 

everyone we know, including ourselves.  Take, for example, those people who suffer from   

addiction whether it be  to alcohol,  drugs, pornography, or whatever the substance.  As Fr. Tony 

Kadavil shared recently story by asking  “ How many of you, sports fans remember the name, 

Mickey Mantle?”  He shared how Mickey Mantle played for the New York Yankees, (1951–

1968) and many fans and sports writers predicted that he would be the best ever to play the game 

of baseball.  Mantle demonstrated a spectacular talent and athleticism from a young age.  He was 

voted the Most Valuable Player of the American League three times and set numerous records 

that still stand today. He was an All-Star for 16 seasons, playing in 16 of the 20 All-Star Games 

that were played during his career.   He was an American League (AL) Most Valuable Player 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_League_Baseball_All-Star_Game
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_League
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_League_Baseball_Most_Valuable_Player
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(MVP) three times and a Gold Glove winner once. He  appeared in 12 World Series including 

seven championships.   And yet, despite his numerous accolades on the field, Mantle's private 

life was  a train wreck, one plagued with tumult and tragedy, including a well-publicized history 

of  alcoholism  as was highlighted in a notable Sports Illustrated cover story when Mantle was in 

his early 60s. 

In the article Mantle explained he became addicted to alcohol during his second season in the big 

leagues.  He did such a good job of masking  his problem that his coaches and teammates never 

suspected anything.   After he went public about his addiction, he finally went into rehabilitation 

and gave up drinking.  Unfortunately, the years of drinking had taken their toll on his body and 

he died of liver cancer a few months later.  But following his death, his friends remembered him 

for the dignity and the faith in God that he demonstrated in those last days.  

Jesus in the gospel this weekend, not only seeks to heal the man possessed by the demon, but he 

also offers the community a new way of thinking, a new way of looking at their lives and the 

lives of those among them.  In many ways he gave them hope, that the someone that Moses had 

described in the first reading this Sunday had finally arrived.   

Strangely though, Jesus was both welcomed and shunned: welcomed because he offered a new 

way to see God, a new way to live with God and shunned because he shined the light of his 

goodness upon the judgements the community made of themselves and others.  He called them to 

be better than they thought ever possible.   

As we see from the gospel, the power of his authority challenged the status quo of those who had 

power over the community and challenged those in authority to see how they, too, were 

possessed by a demons: the demons that lusted for power over people, the demons that sought to 

bury the truth so that they could control and use the community to their advantage.  But Jesus 

showed them and challenged them to listen to the authority of God and not to the authority of 

man. 

In America today, in our own personal lives, what is God challenging us to believe, to listen to, 

to accept as the only authority that counts?  Are we willing to listen first, to seek out that divine 

authority, in order to see that all other authority is subject to that and must be seen in its light?   

God comes to set us free, as he came to set Mickey Mantle free. Are we ready to be healed, to be 

set free? Are we ready to do the hard work that may be required of us.   Are we ready to hear 

Jesus with the voice of his divine authority, say to us, as he said to Lazarus’ friends and  family:  

“Untie him and let him go free.”.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_League_Baseball_Most_Valuable_Player
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