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FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 
January 31, 2021 
Reflection by Pat Coughlin, OSB, D.Min. 
Dt 18:15-20; 1 Cor 7:32-35; Mk 1:21-28 

 
In recent times we have had plenty of evidence of the power of words. A few weeks ago we 

witnessed the way a leader's words sent a group of his followers into a rampage. Previously 

an internet prophet had anointed this leader as a messiah and his followers believed the 

false prophecy.  

 

Words are also important in less dramatic ways: Contemporary psychologists urge parents 

to help small 

children associate words and feelings. Oh, you're sad. That makes you happy. You feel 

angry at me. You have a bad case of the grumpies.  This is because if children grow up 

without words for their feelings their only way to express the feelings is acting them out, 

sometimes with disastrous results. 

 

And Genesis tells us that God created the world with words, and, of course, we know that 

Jesus is the word of God. 

 

Our first reading speaks of the words of prophets, true prophets and false ones. True 

prophecy was crucial because, with Moses gone, prophecy was the only way that the 

Israelites could hear the words of God. As Moses pointed out to them, hearing God's voice 

directly on Sinai was too much for them and made them tremble. So, Moses promised that 

God would send a series of prophets over the centuries to guide them. Moses also 

promised that God would someday send a prophet like himself to his people. 

 

Thus Israel came to expect that the promised prophet would come at the end time when 

the Messiah appeared to liberate Israel. And as Jews became followers of Jesus Christians 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/deuteronomy/18?15
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/1corinthians/7?32
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/mark/1?21
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came to believe that this prophet was Jesus.  

 

Mark portrays Jesus at the beginning of his public life. He and his disciples enter the 

synagogue at 

Capernaum and he begins teaching. We're not told what he said, but he said it with 

authority. To me that means that Jesus knew who he was, and what he was about, so his 

words came from his heart, authentic, not second-hand, and liberating unlike the preaching 

of the scribes.The synagogue members recognized this and so did the demon possessing 

one of them who sees more than the other’s in the synagogue, and calls Jesus the Holy One 

of God. Mark sees Jesus' exorcising the demon, freeing the afflicted man, as a sign that the 

liberating Kingdom of God was at hand.  We don’t know the content of Jesus’ teaching, 

but it probably had the same message as the exorcism. The synagogue members had 

probably sat through years of listening to the scribe's teaching unmoved, but their 

amazement told them that something life-changing was afoot. 

 

How is this relevant to us? We are sophisticated people, or we think we are, and we don't 

worry much about demons; we tend to look for God in our human experience; we 

recognize great prophets in our lifetime; the Berrigans, Oscar Romero, Martin Luther King, 

Nelson Mandela, Dorothy Day, Thomas Merton and many others, but most of us believe 

that the message they carried comes not from an audio track from God, but from a deep 

knowledge of God and their own human experience.  

 

We are skeptical about demons but we can recognize that we can feel possessed by powers 

beyond our control: addictions, compulsive behaviors, depressions, obsessive thoughts and 

other factors that make us unfree.  And these things, along with unjust actions against 

whole groups of people have led to attitudes and actions that could be labeled demonic. 

Ronald Rolheiser,  translates the Latin words diabolus (as a force that divides) and satanus 

(as frenzied group-think).  
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There are many people working to heal our society of  what might be called the diabolical. 

What can we do as Christians to heal our own interior splits and our tendency to get under 

the spell of group-think? We might begin by becoming aware of the ways that we divide us 

from ourselves and others by denying parts of us we don't like and nurturing envy, jealousy, 

a sense of being wronged, or bitterness. And participating in group-think by gossip and 

scapegoating. 

 

How can we follow Jesus and be healers and liberators? What is the voice of God saying to 

each one of us today? 

              

       

   


