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FOREWORD

This present work, The Gospel According to Saint Mark, is part of a larger
Catholic bible study, Invitation to Christian Discipleship, a seven year study
which consists in lectures, summary of lectures and worksheets. The
summaries and worksheets are published separately under the title SOUND
OF THE LIONS. This seven year study has been designed for the Catholic
laity that the “Word of Christ” rich as it is, dwell in them.

Thus they will be able to grasp fully, with all the holy ones, the
breadth and length and heights and depth of Christ’s love, and
experience this love which surpasses all knowledge, so that they
may attain the fullness of God himself. (Eph. 3:18-19)

The general motivating force behind this study is the preservation and growth
of the Christian Faith as understood and transmitted by the Catholic Church
through the centuries. It has four immediate goals:

1. To ensure a true spirit of repentance;

2. To foster a deeper commitment in faith to the Lord Jesus Christ;

3. To create a greater awareness of the Holy Spirit in the life of the
believer; and

4. To encourage a more vibrant participation in the life and mission
of the Church.

Invitation To Christian Discipleship has been accredited by the Catechitical
Institute of the Diocese of Orange, California. It is now available to all
parishes and at-home study groups. It is designed for a lay person to present.
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PREFACE

There is only one Gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. There are four
inspired versions of the one Gospel: Mark, Matthew, Luke and John. The
word ‘gospel’ means ‘good news.” It reveals the good news about the salvation
of mankind. As St. Paul explains: I mean that God, in Christ, was reconciling
the world to himself, not counting men’s transgressions against them. (II Cor.
5:19) The Gospel reveals through the life of Jesus of Nazareth God’s love for
sinful humanity and His divine plan of universal salvation.

The Church emphasizes, “By this revelation then, the deepest truth about God
and the salvation of mankind is made clear to us in Christ who is the Mediator
and, at the same time, the fuliness of all revelation.” (Div. Rev. 1-2) Through
Christ we come not only to experience salvation, but we encounter in Christ the
fullness of revelation, as Christ is God incarnated. The Church clearly rejects
any revelation, after the time of the Apostles, to be a public revelation from
God to mankind. The Second Vatican Council confirms: “We now await no
further new public revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord
Jesus Christ.” (Div. Rev. 1-4)

The Lord chose the Apostles. as His instruments, to reveal his divine revelation
to the world. This divine revelation became the Apostolic Tradition within the
Church. When Christian scribes recorded in writing the Apostolic Tradition,
this became the inspired Christian Scriptures. However part of the Apostolic
Tradition remained in the Church as oral teaching rather than written
scriptures.

Inspiration and Revelation

We need to understand there is a difference between inspiration and
revelation. The Church teaches that the entire Bible is inspired but it is not all
divine revelation. Many things written in the Scriptures concerns itself with
the circumstances surrounding revelation, the effects and reactions to divine



revelation. Revelations itself deals with the “deepest truths about God and the
divine plan of human salvation.

“Inspiration” comes from the Latin word “inspirare” which means “to breathe
into.” When the Church teaches that all the Scriptures are inspired, it implies
that the Holy Spirit of God influenced these writings in some manner. The
Second Vatican Council proclaims: “Therefore, since everything asserted by
the inspired authors, or sacred writers, must be held to be asserted by the Holy
Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching
firmly, faithfully, and without error the truth which God wanted put into the
sacred writing for the sake of our salvation.” (Div. Rev. 111-11)

This is a subtle teaching and easily misunderstood. It teaches that inspiration
is limited to “that truth which God wanted put into the sacred writings for the
sake of our salvation.” In other words, it is the purpose and the intention of
the sacred writers to teach those sacred truth needed or useful for salvation.
Regardless of the literary means the author uses to express these truths. We
ought not to read more in the Scriptures than intended by the Holy Spirit.

To know what God intended to communicate through the sacred writers, and
actually did communicate through their writings, calls for proper
interpretation of the Scriptures. In summary we may say: Every word of the
Sacred Scriptures is inspired, but not every inspired word is a divine
revelation.

Interpretation of Sacred Scripture

The proper interpretation of the Sacred Scriptures seeks to understand the
literary meaning of what is written. The literary sense of the scriptures is the
actual sense intended by the inspired human writer and the sense that the
words used actually express. The proper interpretation of the scriptures seeks
to express what these words actually expressed at the time of their writing and
what the author desire to express through his particular literary form.
Obviously, this is no simple task. Not only must the ancient usage of these
words be understood but the circumstances and the culture in which the author
lived and wrote are equally important.

ii



The proper interpreter of the scriptures needs to enter intellectually a world
nineteen hundred years ago. The ancient past differs from the modern
present. The past must be permitted to speak in its own voice. The ancient
write must be heard within his own world, if the true message of the scriptures
is to shine forth. Much scholarly research is demanded.

The Church teaches that one of the most valid interpretation of scripture is the
scriptures themselves. This means to see one particular scripture against the
light of the entire revelation of the scriptures. A particular revelation must be
held upon against the entire fabric of revelation for it proper interpretation.
As an example: We read in Exodus: The Lord used to speak to Moses face to
Jace, as one man speaks to another. (Ex. 33:11) We read in the following text:
You are my intimate friend. . .you have found favor with me.” The literal
interpretation of the text would be that Moses looked upon the face of God.
But this would not be what the author intended as later he relates these words
of God to Moses: But my face you cannot see, for no man see me and still lives.
In order to properly interpret a passage the interpreter must not only be
familiar with the entire work at hand but with the other sacred scriptures in
order to maintain that harmony of fruth belonging to divine revelation.

There is a harmony between the revelation in the Scriptures and the truths
taught within the Church on matters of faith and morals. A proper interpreter
of the sacred scriptures will support this harmony. The Church proclaims
Jesus Christ to be the fullness of revelation and not the Bible. Jesus Christ
lives and remains within the Church guiding it through the Holy Spirit. The
Church posses the complete treasure of divine revelation through the presence
of the Holy Spirit, acknowledged to be within the Church “the living voice of
the gospel.” As the Holy Spirit is the author of both written and oral tradition
there is harmony between the revealed elements of faith. “Sacred tradition
and sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, which is
committed to the Church.” It is the work of the interpreter to demonstrate this
harmony.

As the Holy Spirit is the author of the Sacred Scriptures, prayer to the Holy
Spirit ought to accompany the study of the scriptures. St. Jerome teaches that
the study of the Sacred Scriptures without inspiration from the Holy Spirit is
like skipping stone across a frozen pond. Without divine inspiration the Holy
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Scriptures does not reveal its depths nor serve up that heavenly food which
gives life and nourishment to the human spirit.

The Church truly knows that any in-depth understanding of divine revelation
requires more than scholarship. It demands “the obedience of faith” which
consists in a “full submission of intellect and will to God who reveals.” The
faithful Christian seeks to “walk in the faith”—to live the truth revealed. This
truth shinning brightly in the scriptures and teachings of the Church are the
light on the path upon which the Christian safely walks.
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INVITATION TO CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP

GOSPEL OF OUR LORD AND SAVIOR JESUS CHRIST
ACCORDING TO SAINT MARK

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Around 135 A.D., Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis testified that;

Mark became the interpreter of Peter and wrote accurately all that he
remembered, not, indeed, in order, of the things said and done by the
Lord. For he had not heard the Lord, nor had he followed him, but
later on, as I said, followed Peter, who used to give teachings as
necessity demanded, but not making as it were an arrangement of the
Lord’s words, so that Mark did nothing wrong in thus writing down
single points as he remembered them. For to one thing he gave
attention, to leave nothing out of what he heard and to make no false
statements in them. (Eusebius, H.D.iii.39)

Today, we call this written work the “Gospel of Our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ According to Saint Mark.,” In Classical Greek, the word “Gospel”
means “good news.” Tradition affirms the author to be John Mark,
mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles. The home of Mary, John Mark’s
mother, served as the meeting place of the early Christian Community in
Jerusalem. Tradition also tells us that this house was the place of the
Cenacle where Our Lord celebrated the Last Supper with his Disciples. This
house, the home of Mary, was the first Christian Church. In this
environment, John Mark grew up. Probably he was only a child or young
boy during the time of Jesus. He appears in the Acts as a young man going
on a missionary journey with his cousin Barnabas and Paul of Tarsus, the
first great missionary journey of Saint Paul. Beginning in Antioch, the trio
sailed to the Island of Cyprus (the home of Barnabas) and returning to the



mainland at Pamphylia, crossed the high Tarsus Mountains into Galatian
country. From the Acts of the Apostles, we discover that Mark remained
with the missionary party during their Mediterranean cruise, but deserted
Barnabas and Paul when they came to Perga in Pamphylia and faced the
rugged and dangerous Tarsus Mountains, returning to Jerusalem. We do
not know the reason for the departure of Mark from the missionary party at
Perga, but a later episode in Acts indicates, at least in the eyes of Paul, that
human weakness and frailty contributed to the desertion. A few years later,
when Paul and Barnabas decided to make a return trip into Galatia,
Barnabas wanted to give Mark a second chance. Paul would not hear of
this. We read:

But Paul insisted that, as he had deserted them in Pamphylia, refus-
ing to join them on that mission, he was not fit to be taken along
now. The disagreement which ensued was so sharp that the two
separated.  Barnabas took Mark along with him and sailed for
Cyprus. Paul, for his part, chose Silas to accompany him on his
journey.

(Acts 15:38-
40).

This sad disagreement ended a great apostolic team. Here we glimpse an
example of the human frailty to be found even in great apostles. This epi-
sode permits a revealing insight into the character of Paul. Apparently,
Mark did grow up in the Lord and in the eyes of Paul. Years later, Mark
gained the good graces of Paul. Paul speaks of Mark as his “fellow worker.”
Paul wrote to the Colossians, Mark was with him in Rome, “Aristarchus, who
is a prisoner along with me, sends you greetings. So does Mark, cousin of
Barnabas. You have received instructions about him: if he comes to you, make
him welcome.” (Col. 4:10) While in prison in Rome, Paul wrote Timothy, “I
have no one with me but Luke. Get Mark and bring him with you, for he can
be of great service to me.” (2Tim. 4:11) 1t is a comfort to see that the saints
did not have to wait until Heaven to live in peace with each other. It takes
time for some of us to mature in grace and for others to properly appreciate
us. If you find yourself frail and weak in your apostolic commitment,
perhaps you should pray to Mark, rather than to Paul.



The Scriptures reveal John Mark’s close association with St. Paul, but the
only reference of his association with Peter can be found in Peter’s First
Epistle, written from Rome, “The Church that is in Babylon, chosen together
with you, sends you greeting, as does Mark my son.” (1Pet. 5:13) Since John
Mark’s very home was so closely associated with the early Church and since
Peter was chief spokesman of the community, it is probable that the young
Mark heard Peter preach on occasion and later accompanied him on his
journeys. We do know that Peter, Paul and Mark were in Rome shortly
before the deaths of Peter and Paul.

Both Peter and Paul died during the persecutions by Nero, around 64 A.D.
Prior to the time of this Roman harassment, the chief persecutors of the
Christian Community were hostile Jews. As a result of the persecutions
inaugurated by the chief priests, the Pharisees, and later by Herod Agrippa,
who ruled Judea from 41 to 44 A.D., the Church had been forced to spread
outside Palestine. From the time of Nero until the Edict of Milan, decreed
by the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century, the Christian
Community would be subjected to persecution by the state.  Many
Christians were soon to follow Peter and Paul as martyrs for their allegiance
to Jesus.

Mark wrote the Gospel in Rome shortly after 64 A.D. It was written in
Greek, the universal language of the day. This Gospel account was intended
mainly for Gentile converts, who faced unpopularity and persecution from
the state due to their faith in Jesus Christ. Many converts had already
begun to suffer and some had actually been killed. Living in such a hostile
and deadly environment truly tested the faith of believers. Mark wrote to
support the commitment and faith of persecuted Christians. His Gospel
narrative revealed to them the life of suffering endured by Jesus and the
death He suffered. Jesus warned his disciples that they would be treated no
better than the Master. They too, as his disciples, would suffer for his
namesake, but if they perseveringly shared in his sufferings and death, they
too would one day share in His glory. This would be possible because Jesus is
not only the promised Messiah, “the Christ,” but He is Lord — He is the Son
of God. What occurred in the lives of Christians had been foretold by Jesus



and permitted by the Father. Mark’s Gospel account has been called “the
martyr Gospel” for it was written to encourage Christians faced with the
possibility of having to die for their belief. One scholar referred to it as “a
passion narrative with a very long introduction.” Saint Paul’s proclamation,
“I preach Jesus Christ and Him crucified” finds a powerful echo in this
Gospel.

It must be remembered that at this time, as far as we know, no written
account of the Gospel existed. The literary form in which the Gospel comes
to us today is presumed to have been created by Mark. Both Evangelists —
Matthew and Luke — in their Gospel account, built on the foundation laid by
Mark. It indicates something of the unique genius of Mark.

CHRISTIAN TRADITION

The early Christian Community believed itself to be living in the last days.
The end of the world was shortly expected. The Church saw its mission as
bringing a saving knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ to the
then-known world. It had to proclaim to men who Jesus was and how He
had come to such an exalted position. Did the life lived by Jesus merit such
honor and glory? What was the vital importance of Jesus for the personal
lives of men? What demands does He make on men? Through its preaching
ministry the Church answered these questions. Likewise, the Church had
the task of bringing the Christian Community into a deeper relationship and
identity with Jesus so that when Jesus returned, believers would be worthy
members of His Kingdom. This the Church did by teachings and
exhortations from the life of Jesus. This demanded that Christians, in some
degree, be able to see Jesus and know His expectations for discipleship, to
understand what His relationship was with them and what their relationship
should be with Jesus. They had to know Christ in order to know how to live
as Christians!

During this period, the Church was not as much interested in the life of
Jesus, but rather what deeds in the life of Jesus constituted the “good news.”
In other words, what had contributed to the salvation of mankind and the
establishment of the Kingdom of God. For this reason, the death and
resurrection of Jesus were the essentials of the Gospel. The death of Jesus
had been interpreted as the sacrifice that takes away the sin of the world.
Since there was such an emphasis on the death of Jesus in the early Church,



the Passion narratives are highly detailed and developed.

It would be understandable that no Jew would accept the Gospel message
unless it was clearly demonstrated to be firmly rooted in the teachings of the
Old Testament and that Jesus fulfilled the prophecies of the Old Testament.
For this purpose, the Church needed memories of the Lord’s life that
demonstrated the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. Mark sought to
show from the prophecies that the sufferings and death of Jesus were part of
the Divine Plan and a prelude to His return in glory.

By the time of the composition of our first Gospel account, much
information already existed as Christian tradition in the form of
independent and unrelated stories. Such stories passed from a Palestinian
culture into a Grecian world and no doubt underwent modifications suitable
to Church life and worship. By the time of Mark’s writings, these stories
had already acquired a fixed form in Christian tradition.

Not all Christian teachings would have been drawn from the earthly life of
Jesus. Christian prophets themselves played a part in creating the Christian
tradition. It was taken for granted in the early Church that the heavenly
Jesus was continually revealing further truths about Himself to the Church.
We see this confirmed in John’s Gospel when Jesus said, “I have much more
to tell you, but you cannot bear it now. When He comes, however, being the
Spirit of Truth He will guide you to all truth.” (Jn. 16:12-13) St. Paul spoke
in First Corinthians of the Christian Community as possessing the “mind of
Christ.” (1 Cor. 2:15) The Church saw no real distinction between the Jesus
who revealed while on the earth and the Jesus who reveals from Heaven
through the Holy Spirit using the Christian prophets. It is possible that
many of the memories of Jesus’ earthly life were interpreted, modified and
augmented by later revelations. Many truths only realized after the
Resurrection, such as the Divine Sonship of Jesus, may have subsequently
found their way into the teachings of the earthly life of Jesus when in reality
they were revealed after the Resurrection. They belong to what has been
called the “Easter Faith.”

By the time of the composition of the first Gospel account, it would have no
longer been possible to recover the historical order of events in the life of
Jesus, except in the most general way.



At a superficial glance, the Gospel narrated by Mark, appears to be a series
of stories with no logical connection among the instances. Sometimes they
are related by a short connecting phrase, but essentially, each unit is inde-
pendent and complete in itself with no indication of time or place. One unit
could be removed and not disturb the sequence of the narrative. This Gospel
narrative has been described as a series of pictures arranged side-by-side in a
photograph album.

Apparently, from the large collection of stories at his disposal, Mark selected
those best expressing the Gospel message to a Greco-Roman community.
Mark arranged these events to magnify and illustrate that message about
Jesus, which he knew was important for this Christian Community to grasp
and understand. Written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, it carries
an enduring message to all disciples of Jesus through the ages.

None of the Gospel narratives were intended to be biographies of Jesus
Christ. They are not and never were intended to be an account of an
historical life regardless of how holy that life may have been. Mark tells us
nothing about the birth, childhood, or physical appearance of Jesus. Only
indirectly does he reveal something of the personality of Jesus. This Gospel
takes the form of a historical narrative. It relates the baptism of Jesus by
John the Baptist; it reveals a ministry in Galilee — a ministry filled with
misunderstanding and rejection; it tells of journeys outside Galilee; it comes
to a climax with the profession by Peter that Jesus is the Messiah; it relates a
journey to Jerusalem followed by a series of events ending with the death
and Resurrection of Jesus. Jesus is described as speedily passing from one
event to another. The narrative generates a sense of urgency. Jesus appears
hemmed in by crowds, wearied by their demands and besieged by demons.
It has been calculated that three or four weeks would suffice for everything
related in Mark if you omit the forty days in the desert.

ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES

The important point is not the literary form used by Mark, but the purpose
and intention of this narrative. Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis, informs us that
Mark was the interpreter of Peter. The Acts of the Apostles preserves a
sample of the preaching of Peter and most probably preserves the style in
which the early Church proclaimed the Gospel. Peter delivered this sermon



to a Roman centurion and to his household in Joppa (the audience had a
Greco-Roman background). Peter proceeded to address them in these
words:

“I begin to see how true it is that God shows no partiality. Rather, the
man of any nation who fears God and acts uprightly is acceptable to him.
This is the message he has sent to the sons of Israel, the good news of
peace proclaimed through Jesus Christ who is Lord of all. 1 take it you
know what has been reported all over Judea about Jesus of Nazareth,
beginning in Galilee with the baptism John preached; of the way God
anointed him with the Holy Spirit and power. He went about doing good
works and healing all who were in the grip of the devil, and God was with
him. We are witnesses to all that he did in the land of the Jews and in
Jerusalem. They killed him, finally, hanging him on a tree, only to have
God raise him up on the third day and grant that he be seen, not by all,
but only by such witnesses as had been chosen beforehand by God — by us
who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He
commissioned us to preach to the people and to bear witness that he is the
one set apart by God as judge of the living and the dead. To him all the
prophets testify, saying that everyone who believes in him has forgiveness
of sins through his name. (Acts 10:34-43)

The sermon of Peter could serve as an outline for the written Gospel of
Mark. Mark begins immediately with the baptism of Jesus by John and
continues with eight chapters of proving, by miracles and exorcism, the
claim of the Gospel — the Kingdom of God has come in Jesus of Nazareth.

The personal religious background and expectations of Mark likewise
influenced his selection and presentation of material. Mark’s Jewish
background led him to believe that God has a definite purpose in creation
and that throughout the history of man, God has intervened to bring this
divine purpose to fulfillment. Nevertheless, various created powers opposed
the plan of God and, in the course of time, these evil powers exerted
influences over creation and diverted it from the divine purpose. In order
for the divine plan to be fulfilled, it was then necessary for God, or His
representative, to engage in a decisive and final struggle with the powers of
evil. Im this struggle, the evil powers would be defeated and God would
bring into fullness the divine plan. According to the divine plan, certain
persons would eternally enjoy the Divine Presence often pictured as a
glorious banquet. Many believed during the Lord’s days that the moment of



divine intervention had arrived.

Mark regards Jesus as God’s agent sent to begin the great and final battle
against the powers of evil. This is manifested in the temptation scene, with
Jesus casting out devils, in calming the sea and in Jesus’ successfully silencing
His human opponents who were regarded by Mark as agents of the devil.

Mark presents Satan as the agent who snatches the Word of God out of the
heart of the hearer. Satan opposes the Gospel message and his power must
be destroyed if the Gospel message is to take root and the mission of Jesus is
to be successful. If God’s reign has come into this world, it threatens the
Kingdom of darkness and provokes its evil forces to do final battle. Jesus
appears as one who expels these evil forces and preaches the Gospel. Those
who follow Him must do the same.

THE ROLE OF MIRACLES

Some scholars believe Mark wrote precisely to correct an erroneous image of
Jesus fostered by certain Christians who popularized Jesus as a Wonder
Worker. They truly made a caricature of Jesus. Certain men and women
found this image very appealing to their spirits, but it was not conducive to
preparing men and women for martyrdom. Both Greek and Jewish
literature abounds with the fame of such men and their exploits. Certain
rabbis were noted for curing the sick, expelling demons, causing the rain to
fall, making ugly girls beautiful. In the temple of the Greek god Asclepius at
Epidauras, written testimony after testimony gives witness to the marvels
accomplished through prayer to the god. Such things were not uncommon
in the time of Our Lord and as always they served as spiritual food for
certain men and women. Souls always seeking signs and wonders from God
reveal the immaturity of their spiritual lives and the weakness of their faith.
They must see (or feel) in order to believe. Mark knew wherein resides
spiritual maturity and, more precisely, Christian maturity. His Gospel
account attempts to reveal the real truth about Jesus and Christian
Discipleship. We only need to read some of the apocryphal works that
circulated in the early church to realize the problem the Christian
Community faced in preserving a proper image of Jesus.

In a work called “The First Gospel of the Infancy of Jesus Christ” — circulated
within a hundred years after the death of Jesus, we read:

But the Lord Jesus had made twelve sparrows, and placed them about his



pool on each side. But it was the Sabbath day, and the son of Hanani, a
Jew, came by and saw him making these things, and said “Do you thus
make figures of clay on the Sabbath?” And he ran to them, and broke
down their fish-pools. But when the Lord Jesus clapped His hands over
the sparrows which He had made, they flew away chirping. At length the
son of Hanani, coming to the fish-pool of Jesus to destroy it, the water
vanished away, and the Lord Jesus said to him, “In like manner as this
water has vanished, so shall thy life vanish” and presently the boy died.

Another time, when the Lord Jesus was coming home in the evening with
Joseph, He met a boy who ran so hard against Him that he threw Him
down; to whom the Lord Jesus said, "As thou has thrown me down so
shall thou fall — nor ever rise.” And that moment the boy fell down and
died.

Then said Joseph to St. Mary, “Henceforth we will not allow Him to go
out of the house; for every one who displeases Him is killed.”

According to the many other stories told in these accounts, the boy Jesus was
quite the terror of the neighborhood.

Mark does record miraculous deeds accomplished by Jesus during His
ministry. He does so because it was well known that Jesus had worked
miracles and expelled demons. These miracles were signs of the presence of
God’s Kingdom come in Jesus Christ. But to see Jesus merely as a wonder
worker and to think the accomplishment of such marvels to be the essence of
His mission is to be misled. Jesus, as presented by Mark, had no intention of
establishing His claim as Messiah or as God’s Son on the grounds of His
miraculous activities. We know such signs can be taken two ways. The
enemies of Jesus saw and acknowledged the miracles and the de-possession of
demons, but they attributed the power working in Jesus to be Satan. They
saw Jesus as a man possessing magical arts in league with the devil.

Mark uses miracle stories within the Gospel, but not without interpreting
them. In the early days of the Church, men and women simply retold the
miracles of Jesus. But the simple telling of the miracle stories was conducive
to misunderstanding of Jesus. By the time these stories appeared in the
Gospel accounts, they, for the most part, appeared in a setting with a



theological interpretation to safeguard them from misinterpretation. We
will see in the very beginning of the first Gospel that Mark associates the
healing of a paralytic with the power of Jesus’ words to take away the sins of
men. The placement of this instance at the very beginning of the Gospel
may be giving us the key for interpreting the miracles presented in Mark.
This episode illustrates that the very words of Jesus possess divine power. By
a word, He recreates the very soul of a man by forgiving his sins. This
indicates to the reader that the very presence and power of Jesus is mani-
fested in the words of Jesus was well as in the miraculous deeds. The pur-
pose of the miracles is to lead men to believe in the power of the Word!

MARK AND THE WORD

Mark’s narrative centers on the very Person of Jesus. He is overwhelmed by
the life lived by Jesus — a life filled with suffering and ending in a scan-
dalizing death on a cross. In the mind of Mark, it is this life lived on earth
and, most particularly, the end of that life on the Cross that reveals all.
Mark believes Jesus to be the Messiah — to be the Son of God — but he does
not believe that anything manifested this but the entire life and death
endured by Jesus. Only when that life had ended was the truth truly
revealed. Jesus is the Christ — Jesus is Lord! The knowledge expressed in the
Scriptures, during the early life of Jesus, that He is the Messiah or the Son of
God is but a projection of the Easter Faith back into the earthly ministry of
Jesus. It is hindsight. The sole exception to this is the profession of faith by
Peter in the Eighth Chapter. Mark, therefore, does play down any
manifestation of Jesus as the Messiah, or the Son of God, during His earthly
ministry.

After a long narration of the Passion, the Gospel of St. Mark abruptly ends.
Mark desires to leave the disciple with the taste of the Cross in his mouth; or
better still, pondering in his heart the meaning and the mystery of the
sufferings and death of Jesus of Nazareth. He does not desire the Easter Joy
to eclipse, in the minds and hearts of Christians, the importance of the Cross
in the Christian life. The essence of Mark’s Gospel could be summed in St.
Paul’s proclamation, “I preach Christ and Him crucified.” In a sense, Mark
leads with the Crucifixion rather than a Cross.
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A GOSPEL SOURCE

Mark’s Gospel account serves as a major source for the Gospel accounts of
both Matthew and Luke. Mark’s narrative is the earliest and shortest
Gospel narrative, with 661 verses. Matthew’s version of the Gospel, written
around 85 A.D., has 1,068 verses of which 606 verses pertain to Mark’s
version. Matthew incorporated all but S5 verses of the First Gospel. The
Gospel account by St. Luke, composed around 90 A.D., contains 1,149
verses. Luke reproduces 320 verses from Mark. Twenty-four of these verses
do not appear in Matthew. Therefore, we are left with only 31 of Mark’s
verses not appearing in either Matthew or Luke.

The Gospel accounts of Mark, Matthew and Luke are referred to as the three
synoptic gospels. The word “synoptic” derives from two Greek words
meaning, “to see together.” Scholars have been fond of placing these
different accounts in three parallel columns and, side-by-side, noting the
similarities and differences. We know that each Evangelist handled
traditional information somewhat differently. Each account was produced
to meet some specific and practical need in the Christian Community of its
origin. These needs of the Church controlled, to a great degree, the choice of
material to be used, the emphasis to be given and the arrangement and
adaptation of the material.

Scholars tell us that Matthew was probably a converted Jewish rabbi and
wrote for Jewish Christians who had to daily live with the hostility of the
Pharisaic party. This was the only Jewish party to survive the destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 A.D. In their effort to preserve the Jewish religion they were
determined to drive all Christians from the synagogue. The community that
Matthew wrote for was faced with hostility of the synagogue down the street.
Matthew endeavors to prove that the Kingdom of God, the New Israel, had
come in Jesus Christ — the New Moses. Therefore, Christians were members
of the New Israel. Matthew writes as a scribe of the New Torah — a scribe
bringing forth both the old and the new.

St. Luke, being of Grecian origin, wrote for a Gentile Christian Community

that no longer expected an immediate Second Coming. It was a Church
learning to live with the possibility of a long delay of the Parousia (Second
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Coming). The Gospel tradition, as understood by Luke, failed to convey a
proper understanding of Jesus to the Gentile Christian. Therefore, Luke
used new material and rewrote much of the old. 1In this narrative Jesus
appears more in the light of the Human Ideal. Under the hand of Luke, the
Gospel clearly becomes a rule of life — a social Gospel.

As we study the Gospel According to Mark, it will be interesting to note the
changes his material underwent in the hands of Matthew and Luke as they
adapted his material for their own purposes. This gives us an insight as to
how the Evangelists used the traditional material at hand in the composition
of their Gospel accounts.

The Gospel According to Mark is probably the purest presentation of Jesus
of Nazareth that we possess.

Mark begins his account with the words, “Here begins the Gospel of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God.” (Mk. 1:1) He begins immediately by identifying
Jesus as the Messiah. Already, by the time this Gospel was written, Christ
(the anointed-one), an adverb, had by usage become a proper noun. It is the
Gospel of Jesus Messiah. When Mark refers to Jesus as the Son of God he
certainly intends to express more than the concept of Messiah. This title
occurs at critical points in the Gospel: the Prologue, the transfiguration and
at Jesus’ death on the Cross. Mark attaches great importance to the title.

We see in the Old Testament that the People of Israel were referred to as the
sons of God.

So you shall say to Pharaoh: Thus says the Lord: “Israel is my son,
my first-born. Hence I tell you: Let my Son go, that he may serve
me. If you refuse to let him go, I warn you, I will kill your son,
your first-born.” (Exodus 4:22)

God proclaims through the prophet Hosea, “When Israel was a child I loved
him, out of Egypt I called my son.” (Hos. 11:1) Individual kings of Israel,
after being anointed, were considered sons of God. In a certain sense, they
were considered adopted by God who protected and loved them as a father
does a son. In Second Samuel 7:14, God said of David, “I will be a Father to
him, and he shall be a son to me.... I will not withdraw my favor from him as I
withdrew it from... Saul.”
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In the secular literature of the Grecian world, the title “Son of God”
describes a great ruler or a “spirit-filled man,” whose outstanding deeds indi-
cate divine origin. Since Mark’s narrative was directed to men of such a
culture, this may have been the meaning Mark intends to convey by calling
Jesus the “Son of God.” At the end of the Gospel, we do see that he places
these words in the mouth of the centurion. Apparently, Mark implies that
Jesus is a supernatural being of divine origin, uniquely related to God. The
divine origin of Jesus is illustrated more by divine actions than words — the
forgiveness of sins, the expulsion of demons, dominion over the Sabbath,
knowledge of divine mysteries. Nevertheless, in Mark’s account, Jesus is
truly man and no Evangelist is as comfortable with the humanity of Jesus as
Mark. He portrays the human traits of Jesus more than any other
Evangelist. A human portrait of Jesus emerges out of this narrative.

THE GOOD NEWS

In the four accounts of the Gospel, Mark alone opens with the words, “Here
begins the Gospel of Jesus Christ — the Son of God.” Mark’s use of the word
Gospel” is unique among the four Evangelists. He may have introduced the
word ‘Gospel’ into the tradition about Jesus. Matthew uses the word four
times, but in a qualified sense. Luke refers to his account as a narrative and
does not use the word “Gospel” except in the Acts.

As mentioned earlier, the word “Gospel” means “good tidings” and derives
from the Greek word “evangelion.” In the Classical Greek, the word
signified “good news” — particularly news of a victory. In Roman times, it
applied to the news of the birth of an heir to Caesar or the ascension of a
Caesar to the throme. It is possible that Mark desired to indicate to the
Romans the Lordship of Jesus by the use of the word “Gospel.”

The use of the word in the New Testament, and particularly in Mark, was no
doubt influenced by the Prophet Isaiah’s use of its Hebrew equivalent
“Basar.” We read of Isaiah announcing the good news of salvation of Zion:

Go up onto a high mountain, Zion, herald of glad tidings; Cry out
at the top of your voice, Jerusalem, herald of good news! Fear not
to cry out and say to the cities of Judah: Here is your God! Here
comes with power the Lord God, who rules by His strong arm; Here
is His reward with Him, His recompense before Him. (Is. 40:9-11)
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Again, Isaiah writes:

How beautiful upon the mountain are the feet of Him who brings
glad tidings, announcing peace, bearing good news, announcing
salvation, and saying to Zion, “Your God is King.” (Is. 52:7)

In Isaiah 61:1, we read the famous words that Jesus read in the synagogue of
Nazareth and applied to Himself:

The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed
me; He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the lowly, to heal the
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the
prisoners.

It is highly possible when Mark wrote, “Here begins the Gospel” that he
beheld Jesus as the “good news” foretold by Isaiah. In Mark, the “good
news” relates to the coming of Jesus, the account of His life, His death and
Resurrection. In Matthew and Luke, the word “gospel” appears to signify
the coming of God’s Kingdom. St. Paul is closer to the mind of Mark when
he makes this summary of the Gospel in the Epistle to the Romans:

Concerning His Son, descended from David according to the flesh,
but was made Son of God in power according to the Spirit of
holiness by His resurrection from the dead. (Rm. 1:3)

Mark equates the Gospel with Jesus. Jesus Christ is the “good news.” The
object of the Gospel is Jesus: the power, the passion, the glory of Jesus. It is
more than a book that merely recites the events of the life of Jesus. The
words, the deeds, the death and Resurrection present Jesus as the Messiah,
the Son of God — the fulfillment of the Old Testament. The Cross of Jesus is
central to the Gospel — it proclaims the good news of God’s grace and
salvation. The Cross is the Wisdom of God.

The Gospel is salvation history begun during the earthly life of Jesus and
continued by the Resurrective and Eternal Lord, Jesus Christ. Its words are
alive and spirit-filled. The power of Jesus operates through the Gospel.
When the Gospel is proclaimed, Jesus is present whenever the saving words
and deeds are announced. In other words, when the Gospel is preached —
when the saving words and deeds of Jesus are proclaimed on the authority of
God — the Gospel has the divine power to save a sinner’s life. St. Paul insists
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that the preaching of the Gospel to the Thessalonians caused their conversion
to Jesus. He writes to them:

That is why we thank God constantly that in receiving His message
Jrom us you took it, not as the word of men, but as it truly is, the
word of God at work within you who believe. (1Thes. 2:13)

Paul describes his ministry among the Corinthians with these words:

As for myself, Brothers, when I came to you I did not come
proclaiming God’s testimony with any particular eloquence or
“wisdom.” No, I determined that while I was with you I would
speak of nothing but Jesus Christ and Him crucified. When I came
among you it was in weakness and fear, and with much trepidation.
My message and my preaching has none of the persuasive force of
“wise” argumentation, but the convincing power of the Spirit. As a
consequence, your faith rests not on the wisdom of men, but on the
power of God. (1Cor. 2:1-5)

Paul writes to the Colossians how the Gospel bears fruit and continues to
grow within them:

You heard of this hope through the message of truth, the gospel,
which has come to you, has borne fruit, and has continued to grow
in your midst, as it has everywhere in the world. (Col. 1:5)

Paul writes in his Second Letter to the Corinthians, “If our gospel can be
called ‘veiled’ in any sense, it is such only for those who are headed toward
destruction.” (2Cor. 4:3) St. Peter writes in his first Epistle, “the Word of the
Lord endures forever... now this ‘Word’... was preached to you.” (I1Pet. 1:25)

When Mark writes “the beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God,”
he does not wish to imply the beginning of a book or even a life of a person,
but the beginning of the saving acts of God in the public life of Jesus of
Nazareth. He intends to convey to his readers that this same Godly power
and presence manifested in the earthly life of Jesus is still present among
those who in faith hear the Gospel and accept the Lordship of Jesus!
Wherever the words and deeds are retold in faith, the power of Jesus is
present to save. The Gospel is not merely an announcement of what God did
in Jesus but what God is doing in Jesus! The Book of Hebrews testifies that
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the Word of God is alive with the Spirit:

God’s word is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged
sword. It penetrates and divides soul and spirit, joints and marrow;
it judges the reflections and thoughts of the heart. (Heb. 4:12)

In the study of Sacred Scriptures and in our own apostolic endeavors of
bringing the Word of God to others, it is well to bear in mind the teachings
of St. Paul to the Corinthians. Paul teaches the Gospel to be the very
“wisdom of God.” “What we utter is God’s wisdom: a mysterious, a hidden
wisdom.” (ICor. 2:7) A Christian is able to grasp and understand this
wisdom only “through the Spirit.” (ICor. 2:10) Paul infers that the Spirit
imparts to us the very “mind of Christ.” If we are to truly understand the
Scriptures, we must be men and women of prayer who seek during their
reading and studying to be opened to the Spirit of God within them. The
human intellect is not sufficient in the study of God’s wisdom and word. It
is confronted with the eternal decisions of the Divine Will regarding the
salvation of Men, the mystery hidden from the ages. God shares with man
the Divine treasure of wisdom which totally transcends the understanding of
the human mind. The deepest truths about God and our salvation are made
clear in Jesus Christ. Jesus is both the Mediator of divine revelation and the
fullness of all revelation. Jesus brought revelation to its fulfillment through
His words and deeds, His signs and wonders, but especially through His
death and Resurrection from the dead and the pouring out of the Holy
Spirit upon believers. Jesus confirmed, with divine testimony, that God is
with us to free us from the darkness of sin and death and to raise us up to
life eternal.

In the Sacred Scriptures, the Father, who is in Heaven, meets His children
with great love and speaks with them; and the divine force and power in the
Word of God is so great that it becomes the support and energy of the
Christian Community, the strength of its children, the food of the soul — the
source of spiritual life.

Paul warns that if we approach the Scriptures without prayer, without being
open to the Holy Spirit — as natural men and women — we will fail to
understand them. But, more than that, we will be bored with them and
consider them of no importance. Paul writes,
The natural man does not accept what is taught by the Spirit of
God. For him, that is absurdity. He cannot come to know such
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teaching because it must be appraised in a spiritual way.
(1Cor. 2:14)

In his second epistle to the Corinthians, he said:

If our gospel can be called “veiled” in any sense, it is such only for
those who are headed toward destruction. Their unbelieving minds
have been blinded by the god of the present age so that they do not
see the splendor of the gospel showing forth the glory of Christ, the
image of God. (2Cor. 4:3-4)

Paul speaks of his own people, the Jews,

To this very day, when the old covenant is read the veil remains
unlifted; it is only in Christ that it is taken away. Even now, when
Moses is read a veil covers their understanding. But whenever he
turns to the Lord, the veil will be removed. (2Cor. 3:14-16)

The Psalmist encourages us, “Today, if you would hear His voice: ‘Harden not
your hearts.”” (Ps. 95:7) The Scriptures imply that biblical faith is more
than an intellectual assent to truths. It is a loyal adherence to a personal
God. It is a continuing act of personal commitment by which man offers his
mind and heart to God. Biblical faith spells itself out in obedience to God.
The man of faith entrusts his whole self freely to God, offering the full
submission of the intellect and will to God. God reveals and man’s response
is obedience. Of course this obedience of faith is impossible unless the Holy
Spirit first opens the eyes of the mind and moves the heart to turn to God —
the grace of conversion!

There are certain inner dispositions we should bring to the study of the
Scriptures. A Christian ought to come to the reading of Scripture with his
faith in Jesus Christ who is the final utterance of God’s word. There will be
no other revelation given to man until Jesus comes again! By this we mean
any revelation that determines the salvation of mankind. Our Lord can give
guidance to the Christian Community through private revelation.

A Christian ought to come to the reading of Scripture with his faith in the
Church, which is the guardian of the Word. The Fathers of the Second
Vatican Council confirmed:
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The task of authentically interpreting the Word of God, whether
written or handed on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living
teaching office of the Church, whose authority is exercised in the
Name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the Word
of God, but serves it.

This office is held by the Bishops, successors of the Apostles.

The Church has always venerated the Divine Scriptures just as She
venerates the body of Christ, She unceasingly receives and offers to
the faithful the bread of life.

The Christian ought to come to the reading of Scripture with his faith in the
Scripture itself, which is the expression in human language of the message
delivered by God. Again the Church tells us:

The books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching firmly,
Jaithfully, without error... that truth which God wanted put into
the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation.

It is the obligation of interpreters “to carefully investigate what meaning the
sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted to manifest by means of
their words.”

The New Testament is the permanent and unchanging testimony of
the apostolic generation. They do not claim to be a complete
collection of the early Church’s beliefs. Nevertheless, they lay down
what cannot be changed: the rule of faith as it was recorded, to
which the Church is always bound, and which She can develop and
expand — but never falsify.

There is a growth in the understanding of the truths handed down.
This happens through the contemplation and study made by
believers, who treasure these things in their hearts — for as the
centuries succeed one another, the Church constantly moves
Jorward toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God
reach their complete fulfillment in Her... the Holy Spirit, through
whom the living voice of the Gospel resounds in the Church, and
through Her, in the world, leads unto all truth those who believe
and makes the word of Christ dwell abundantly in them.’
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St. Augustine tells us it is vain and useless to utter the word of God with our
lips if we do not listen to it in our hearts. “Today, if you heard the voice of
God, harden not your hearts!”

St. Gregory suggests, “First, find in the Holy Scriptures knowledge of your own
self and then carry it to others, least in reproving others you are lost.”

1 Quoted material taken from Document of the Second Vatican Council on
Revelation.
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CHAPTER 2
PROLOGUE TO THE GOSPEL OF MARK
THE PROPHET

At the opening of his gospel account, Mark declares his faith in Jesus as the
Messiah and the Son of God. He reveals to us the Church’s early belief
about the role and nature of Jesus. In the eyes of many, the earthly life of
Jesus had been greatly misunderstood and exaggerated. The life of Jesus was
being made to conform to what man imagined the earthly life of the Son of
God ought to have been. This produced a two-fold evil: it not only distorted
the truth about Jesus. but it also falsified Christian discipleship. Mark
sought to remedy this evil by presenting, as realistically as possible, the
earthly ministry of Jesus. He knew that the earthly life and not the
resurrected life of Jesus was the pattern of Christian discipleship. Only
when a disciple had run the course — fought the good fight, arrived at the
end of his personal Christian pilgrimage — could he hope to share the
rewards of his Risen Lord. He wrote for Christians faced with martyrdom.
He sought to teach them, through the events and circumstances in the life of
Jesus, what to expect as Christians and how to deal with it. He understood
that the disciple is not above the Master. With well-illustrated events from
the life of Jesus, Mark explicitly endeavors to teach Christians what it can
mean to be a friend and disciple of Jesus Christ. All the evangelists did
precisely the same thing. They picked from the traditional material avail-
able to them the instances and events that best conveyed to their readers the
truths that needed emphasizing in their particular Christian Community.

It is in keeping with the traditions of the oral and written Gospel that
Christian teachers today present events from the early life of Jesus that
throw light on the current needs of the Christian Community and that give
proper direction to the faithful. In our study of the First Gospel, both in
our lectures and group discussions, we will, by the grace of God, do precisely
this. For the true Christian believer, the life of Jesus is a “lamp unto their
Sfeet.” Let us recall the words of Paul to Timothy:
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Likewise from your infancy you have known the sacred Scriptures,
the source of the wisdom which through faith in Jesus Christ leads
to salvation. All Scripture is inspired of God and is useful for
teaching — for reproof, correction and training in holiness so that
the man of God may be fully competent and equipped for every
good work. (2Tim. 3:15-16)

The first thing Mark relates is that a prophet had risen in the land. It is the
mission of the prophet to be the mouthpiece of God to the people. God does
not speak to a prophet, He speaks directly through the prophet. The
prophet was John the Baptist and God called the people of Israel to repen-
tance through him. The appearance of John, son of Zackery and Elizabeth,
at the desert’s edge demanding repentance, stirred all Israel. His physical
dress awakened within the minds of men the image of the great prophet
Elijah described in Scripture as “wearing a hairy garment with a leather girdle
about his loins.” (2Kings 1:8) Jewish tradition held Elijah would return to
Israel before the coming of the Messiah:

You are destined, it is written, in time to come to put an end to
wrath before the day of the Lord... Blessed is he who shall have
seen you before he dies, 0 Elijah, enveloped in the whirlwind,
(Sirach 48:10-11)

It had been many years since a prophet had risen in Israel. With the death
of the prophets Hagai, Zechdriah, Malachi and Joel, the Voice of God had
grown silent in Israel. This Divine silence lasted over four hundred years.
During this time, the rabbis spoke of hearing “batkol” “a daughter of the
voice” which was but an echo of the heavenly voice — inspirations of the Holy
Spirit. The Jewish historian, Josephus, spoke of an uninterrupted succession
of prophets from the time of Moses to around 424 B.C. In the Jewish
community, after that time, the written Lord of the law replaced the spoken
word of the prophet as the vehicle of the revelation of Yahweh; prophecy
was replaced by the teachings of the scribes as a guide of faith for Israel and
by the seers who were the authors of the apocalyptic works, such as Enoch
and Daniel.

Once again, the Voice of God resounded in Israel through the Prophet John
the Baptist. John was awakening a religious revival in the land. We read:
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All the Judean countryside and the people of Jerusalem went out to
Him in great numbers. They were being baptized by him in the
Jordan River as they confessed their sins. John was clothed in
camel's hair, and wore a leather belt around his waist. His food
was grasshoppers and wild honey. (Mk. 1:5-6)

This memory of John the Baptist was to linger long in Israel. Josephus,
writing after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D., recalled John as:

a good man who bade the Jews cultivate virtue by justice toward
one another and piety toward God, and come together for baptism:
Jor immersion, he said, would appear acceptable to God only if
practiced, not as an expiation for specific offenses, but for the
purification of the body, when the soul had already been
thoroughly cleansed by righteousness.

Josephus admitted that John wielded great influence over the people. As he
noted, this influence produced fear in Herod Antipas and led him to arrest
and murder John.

The importance of John the Baptist is seen in the New Testament from the
fact that all four Evangelists linked John with Jesus. John’s ministry
prepared for the ministry of Jesus and inaugurated it. Mark describes John
in these prophetic words, “I send my messenger before you to prepare your
way: a herald’s voice in the desert, crying ‘Make ready the way of the Lord,
clear him a straight path.’” (Mk. 1:2-3)

The first line of Mark’s prophetic saying comes from Exodus and Malachi
and not from Isaiah. We read that God spoke to Israel in the wilderness of
the Sinai desert and He promised them if they were faithful to His
commands He would guide them:

See, I am sending an angel before you, to guard you on the way to
bring you to the place I have prepared. Be attentive to him and
heed his voice. Do not rebel against him, for he will not forgive
your sin. My authority resides in him. If you heed his voice and
carry out all I tell you, I will be an enemy to your enemies and a foe
to your foes. (Exodus 23:20-22)

Malachi, one of the last prophets of Israel, echoes these words of Exodus and
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clarifies them, “Lo, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me.”
(Mal. 3:1) Malachi identified this messenger (angel means “messenger of
God”), as Elijah, “Lo, I will send you Elijah, the prophet, before the day of the
Lord comes, the great and terrible day.” (Mal. 3:24) In Isaiah, we read, “4
voice cries out: In the desert prepare the way of the Lord! Make straight in the
wasteland a highway for our God!” (Is. 40:3) These combined prophecies
announced two people: John, the messenger who prepared the way in the
wilderness, and the Messiah who followed John and made His appearance in
the wilderness.

From Jewish history we see that the desert wilderness played an important
part as the environment used by God to prepare his people for the Promised
Land. This ‘forty year’ experience was filled with hopes and promises and
failures and despairs. History would later recall more the memory of Israel’s
purity in the wilderness where she was established and declared to be Son of
God rather than her sinful rebellion. In prophetic teachings, the desert
wilderness became symbolic of a spiritual condition in which Israel served
Yahweh and God loved His people. What Israel had enjoyed in the desert
had been lost. The prophets called for a remewal of the exodus into the
wilderness in order that Israel be restored as Son of God. Israel must return
anew to the wilderness for her filial relationship with God could only be re-
established by her humble submission to God’s Will. All that pride and
disobedience had achieved must be sacrificed. Israel must acknowledge her
whole history of disobedience and be willing to be reduced once again to
zero. Her reduction to nothingness was the beginning of new history of
grace. The words of the prophet Isaiah called for a Second Exodus.

The prophets Amos and Hosea inferred that a return to the wilderness would
be a return to the Grace of God. There, in the wilderness, the former
relationship of love and trust in God would be restored. Yahweh would
again speak as a Father to His children. Hosea prophesied the necessity of a
return to Egypt (Hos. 2:14) because of the hardness of Israel’s heart (Hos.
11:5). The prophet Ezekiel announced a new exodus into the wilderness in
which Israel would be brought to Judgment. Yahweh would purge every
transgressor and rebel from the nation (Ez 20:35-38). Those who remained
after the purification would return to the land of Israel and they should be a
pleasing odor to Yahweh. (Ez 20:41) For Ezekiel, the wilderness was a
place of judgment.

The tradition of a Second Exodus for Israel into the wilderness strongly
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colored the rabbinical teachings concerning the Messiah. It was believed that
the Messiah would appear in the wilderness and there He would engage in a
final struggle with the cosmic forces of evil. The Messiah would work for
forty years during which time the miracles of the manna and water would be
repeated. The life of the Messiah would duplicate in many ways the life of
Moses. It was an accepted truth that the Messiah would begin His mission in
the desert. Therefore, for a man to call men to the wilderness was to claim
to be the Messiah.

The Judean desert became the scene for many so-called Messianic
movements. Josephus told of a Messiah movement by the people into the
desert where they were promised, by their leaders, visible proof of God’s
protection by miraculous intervention. These people met with disaster and
were slaughtered by the Romans under the procurator Felix. Another group
who followed a false Egyptian messiah met a similar fate. This man led four
thousand from the wilderness on march to the Mount of Olives intending to
make a triumphant march inte Jerusalem. St. Paul was later falsely
identified with this group. (Acts 21:38)

Josephus related that, after the burning of the Temple by the Romans in 70
A.D., the surviving Jews within the city petitioned Titus, the son of the new
Roman Emperor, to allow them a last request: to retreat with their families
into the wilderness. The petition expressed a pathetic hope that messianic
deliverance would occur there and their terrible defeat would suddenly be
turned into a messianic victory. They never ceased to expect a political
Messiah.

Against such a background, it is understandable that John’s appearance in
the Judean wilderness as an Elijah-like character caused tremendous
excitement among the people. John did not seek a physical return to the
desert, but rather to reestablish among the people the spiritual condition of
the first Exodus. John identified the wilderness with a state of spiritual
repentance. The silent Voice of God spoke again through John demanding
contrition and confession of sins followed by a turning over of their wills to
God. John demanded baptism as a sign of repentance. Men came from all
over the land to be baptized. When certain Pharisees and Sadducees were
stepping forward for this baptism, he said to them,

You brood of vipers! Who told you to flee from the wrath to come?
Give some evidence that you mean to reform. Do not pride
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Yourselves on the claim, “Abraham is our father.” I tell you, God
can raise up children to Abraham from these very stones. Even now
the ax is laid to the root of the tree. Every tree that is not fruitful
will be cut down and thrown into the fire. (Matt. 3:7-10)

Apparently, the act of the Pharisees and the Sadducees was one of hypocrisy.
The spiritually proud feel no need of repentance. The more alienated a man
is from the true spirit of God, the more unconscious he is of sin. It is very
hard to convince a proud man of sin. They are consciously self-righteous.
Holy men and women always see their sins before them. As the psalmist
cried, “My sin is always before me.” 1t is a necessary condition for repentance
and salvation.

REPENTANCE

Repentance implies a turning away from one way of life and embracing
another. Biblically, it implies turning from evil ways and deeds. It is quite
radical, for repentance demands a total change and the adoption of an
entirely mew attitude toward God. One must relinquish all previous
attitudes and habits; reject one’s former life with its false values and illusive
desires. Hosea described it picturesquely as the return of a faithless wife to a
loving husband. (Hosea 2:4,24) Jesus described it as becoming like a little
child. (Mazt. 18:3)

Some prophets were very pessimistic about Israel’s ability to repent. Hosea
said, “Their deeds do not allow them to return to their God; for the spirit of
harlotry is in them, and they do not recognize the Lord.” (Ho. 5:4) Jeremiah
asks, “Can the Ethiopian change his skin... the leopard his spots? As easily
would you be able to do good, accustomed to evil as you are.” (Jer. 13:23)
Repentance demands both knowledge and love.

Repentance is truly a divine operation within man. It is not a work of man
by which man moves by his own nature toward God, but a work of God in
man through which God freely draws man back to Himself — and, in this
point of the history of salvation, through Jesus Christ. The Scriptures
confirm that repentance brings salvation, “If you wish to return, O Israel, says
the Lord, return to me.... Then you can swear, ‘As the Lord lives, in truth, in
Jjudgment and in Justice.’” (Jer. 4:1-2) Repentance brings deliverance from
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evil planned by God: Yahweh encouraged Jeremiah to preach, “Perhaps they
will listen and turn back, each from his evil way, so that I may repent for the
evil I have planned to inflict upon them for their evil deeds.” (Jer. 26:3) And
again, “Perhaps, when the house of Judah hears all the evil I have in mind to
do to them, they will turn back each from his evil way, so that I may forgive
their wickedness and their sin.” (Jer. 36:3)

Repentance means that transgressions are blotted out! We read in Isaiah:

O Israel, who are my servant! I formed you to be a servant to me;
O Israel, by me you shall never be forgotten: I have brushed away
Your offenses like a cloud, your sins like a mist; return to me, for I
have redeemed you. (Is. 44:21-22)

God gives this message to the wicked through Ezekiel:

As I live, says the Lord God, I swear I take no pleasure in the death
of the wicked man, but rather in the wicked man’s conversion, that
he may live. Turn, turn your evil ways! Why should you die, 0
house of Israel. (Ez. 33:11)

The Book of Sirach warns the sinner against postponing a return to God:

Say not: “I have sinned, yet what has befalled me?” for the Lord
bides His time. Of forgiveness be not overconfident, adding sin
upon sin. Say not: “Great is His mercy; my many sins He will
Jorgive.” For mercy and anger alike are with Him; upon the
wicked alights His wrath. Delay not your conversion to the Lord,
put it not off from day to day; for suddenly His wrath flames forth;
at the time of vengeance you will be destroyed. (Sir. 5:4-9)

In the mind of John, repentance is shown by baptism, confession of sins, and
the production of fruits worthy of repentance that illustrates a person’s life
has truly changed. John imposes good works of giving alms to the poor and
the faithful execution of one’s duty.

Repentance is very prominent in the gospel. This must be attributed to its

importance in the teachings of Jesus. As we shall see, Jesus continues to
confirm and echo the preaching of John. The very first words spoken by
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Jesus in the gospel are, “This is the time of fulfillment. The reign of God is at
hand! Reform your lives and believe in the gospel.” (Mk. 1:15)

It is obvious that in order to be united with God through Jesus, a person
must have a spirit of repentance within his heart. It is a fundamental con-
dition for a successful study of the Scriptures. We do well to bear in mind
the example of the Pharisees who had no conscious awareness of sin. They
did not feel the need of repentance. They truly became unable to accept
Jesus — for He had come to call sinners, not the righteous. Their
righteousness did not lead to salvation but to perdition! Repentance is an
initial grace for salvation. Jesus cannot enter a life when the heart is
unrepentant. Repentance is the preparatory grace for salvation given by the
Father — certainly to all who humbly desire it. Perhaps it is of this grace
Jesus spoke when He said that no one can come to Him unless drawn by the
Father. The Jews insisted on baptism only in the case of Gentile converts to
Judaism as a necessary purification ceremony. This was not a ritual
generally practiced by Jews, although we do know that the religious
community of Jews living in the wilderness at Qumran did baptize all
members who entered the community. When John demanded baptism of
Jews, he implied that Jews had no right to membership in the people of God
by the mere fact that they were Jews. This John implied when he warned
the Pharisees that God could raise up children to Abraham from the very
stones. Because of the Jewish people’s sinfulness, their condition was no
better than that of Gentiles and the same radical repentance was demanded
of Jews as of Gentiles. John sought to awaken the Jews from their self-
complacency as God’s chosen people. He endeavored to prepare the hearts
and spirits of men for the reception of the Messiah. He sought to prepare
good soil — receptive to the Seed of God. John proclaimed to the people,
“One more mighty that I is coming” and John was himself not fit to untie His
sandals. He considered himself unworthy to do even the task of a Gentile
slave. (We see how truly humble are truly holy men.) The One to come
would baptize with the Holy Spirit. He would not purify men’s bodies with
water; He would purify and sanctify their souls with the Holy Spirit. John
proclaimed the imminent coming of the Messiah!

THE MISSION OF JESUS
In the village of Nazareth, working in a carpenter shop, Jesus heard the call

to Israel to repent. It was not the voice of John that Jesus heard, but the call
of the Father. His time had come! He left everything and began His
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journey south toward the mouth of the Jordan River — heeding the call of
repentance. With others, Jesus followed the call of John to the wilderness
where Israel’s sonship with God was to be renewed.

Jesus, certainly of Himself, had nothing personally to repent. As Paul told
us,

He is the image of the invisible God.... In Him everything in
heaven and earth was created, things visible and invisible, whether

thrones or dominations, principalities or powers; all were created
through Him, and for Him. (Col. 1:15-16)

This Son is the reflection of the Father’s glory, the exact
representation of the Father’s being, and He sustains all things by
His powerful word. (Heb. 1:3a)

Though He was in the form of God... He emptied Himself and took
the form of a slave, being born in the likeness of men. He was

known to be of human estate, and it was thus that He humbled
himself. (Phil. 2:6-8)

Jesus understands what it means to be human in the Presence of God. He
freely accepts what it means to be a human sinner before the Divine Justice
of God. Jesus was born into the Jewish race. He identifies the Jewish people
with Himself. He incorporates within His unique Person Israel itself. He
became Israel before God — Israel with all the burden of its long history of
alienation from Yahweh. Mark does not see Jesus as an individual interested
in His own righteousness. From the very beginning, Jesus is a member of a
body of people whose heritage and sinful situation He shared. Like Moses,
He did not divorce Himself from the sins of His people. We read in Exodus
that Moses said to the People,

“You have committed a grave sin. I will go up to the Lord, then;
perhaps I may be able to make atonement for your sin.” So Moses
went back to the Lord and said, “Ah, this people has indeed
committed a grave sin in making a god of gold for themselves! If
you would only forgive their sin! If you will not, then strike me out
of the book that you have written.” (Exod. 32:30-32)

The sins Jesus confessed before His baptism were the sins of Israel!
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Not only is Jesus the symbol of Israel but He is the New Adam. Jesus
incorporates within Himself all mankind. He is before God the
representation of sinful humanity. We read in Colossians:

It pleased God to make absolute fullness reside in Him and, by
means of Him, to reconcile everything in His person, both on earth
and in the heavens, making peace through the blood of His cross.
(Col. 1:19-20)

When Jesus stepped into the River Jordan to be baptized, He freely accepted
the vocation to which God called Him — to be the Redeemer of Israel and the
Savior of the World. The Divine plan for the salvation of mankind now
began to unfold. That day at the Jordan, Jesus truly committed Himself to
the Cross — to another baptism that would make Him restless until it would
be accomplished. Our Beloved Brother, Jesus, would pay in full, by His
sufferings and death, the sinful debt of mankind. Peter reminds all men:

Realize that you were delivered from the futile way of life your
Jathers handed on to you, not by any diminishable sum of silver or
gold, but by Christ’s blood beyond all price; the blood of a spotless,
unblemished lamb. (1Pet. 1:18-19)

This humble act of obedience to the Father’s will demonstrates true Sonship.
And, the Father confirms this to Jesus,

Immediately on coming up out of the water He saw the sky rent in
two and the Spirit descending on Him like a dove. Then a voice
came from the heavens: “You are my beloved Son. On you my
Sfavor rests.” (Mk. 1:10-11)

John taught: “I have baptized you in water; He will baptize you in the Holy
Spirit.” (Mk. 1:8) Mark clearly intends to demonstrate that with the descent
of the Spirit upon Jesus, He is the Messiah who will baptize with the Holy
Spirit.

The Old Testament associated the outpouring of the Holy Spirit with a new
exodus. Isaiah writes:

The city will be utterly laid low. Hill and tower will become
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wasteland forever for wild asses to frolic in, and flocks to pasture,
until the spirit from on high is poured out on us. Then will the
desert become an orchard and the orchard be regarded as a forest.
Right will dwell in the desert and justice abide in the orchard.

(Is. 32:14-16)

I will pour out water upon thirsty ground, and streams upon the dry
land; 1 will pour out my spirit upon your offspring, and my
blessings upon your descendants. (Is. 44:3)

In Jesus, Israel returned to the desert in repentance and through Jesus,
Israel’s sonship was renewed. When the baptism of Jesus had taken place, a
divine testimony in the descending of the Holy Spirit and the voice from
heaven attests that the lost sonship had been re-established in and through
Jesus. As Jesus descended in utter humility into the waters of the Jordan for
baptism, the Holy Spirit was drawn from heaven into the humanity of Jesus.

The Holy Spirit operated with the humanity of Jesus to re-establish the
Kingdom of God upon earth. The humanity of Jesus became the reservoir of
the Holy Spirit. Through the ministry of Jesus, the Holy Spirit was poured
into the lives of men. Jesus is the Dispenser of this Spirit. The operations of
the Holy Spirit are manifested in the preaching, exorcisms and miracles
performed by Jesus. Jesus’ obedience unto death on the Cross enables Him
to share the Holy Spirit with His disciples. Man lost the Spirit of God
through sinful disobedience; Jesus restored this lost spirit to humanity
through humble obedience.

Humble obedience to the Will of God is the criterion of true Christian
discipleship. We may be sure that the Holy Spirit finds no entrance into a
proud and haughty heart. Men and women whose lives give no evidence of
humble obedience to godly authority may work signs and wonders, speak in
tongues and give prophecy, but no Spirit of holiness operates within them.
Satan can simulate all the gifts of the Spirit and he can fill the soul with
sweet consolations to encourage rebellious spirits. The holiness of such
people is but an illusion — a creation of the Evil One. Pride permits such
delusions to take place. Such Christians fail to heed the advice of the
Scriptures: “You who stand; take heed lest you fall.” The Scriptures confirm
that God resists the proud. Be cautious of those so called ‘spirit-filled’
people who refuse to give obedience to the Church. They may be spirit-
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filled, but it is not a holy spirit that fills them. Time will prove this correct.
St. Teresa of Avila, who lived in a time when whole nations rejected the
Church, on her deathbed exclaimed, “I rejoice that I die a faithful daughter of
the Church!” Never is humble obedience more exalted or extolled than in the
earthly life of Jesus. How rightly He could say to His disciples, “Learn of me
for I am meek and humble of heart.” We should not dare call ourselves
Christians until we have been well schooled in the meekness and humility of
Jesus.

Mark is content in his narration to indicate that Jesus fulfilled the prophecy
of John. Both Matthew and John the Evangelist stressed that John the
Baptist gave direct testimony about Jesus. The very fact that the early
Church placed such importance on the testimony of John indicates the
power of John’s influence over the Jewish population. John holds the
unique position in history of being the last Old Testament Prophet.

The three Synoptic writers, Mark, Matthew and Luke, all mention that
immediately following the Baptism of Jesus, He entered into the wilderness.
Mark gives this brief account:

At that point the Spirit sent him out toward the desert. He stayed in
the wasteland forty days, put to the test there by Satan. He was
with the wild beasts, and angels waited on him. (Mk. 1:12-13)

This statement concludes the Introduction, the Prologue to the Gospel by
Mark. As with the Prologue in the Fourth Gospel, fundamental Christian
truths have been revealed.

TEMPTATION IN THE WILDERNESS

According to the expression used by Mark, Jesus was compelled by the Spirit
to enter the wilderness. The words indicate a strong and violent propulsion
on the part of the Spirit. Entrance into the wilderness followed the baptism
as a necessity. As mentioned, entrance into the wilderness is symbolic of
repentance. The heart and essence of repentance is not the negative element
of turning from sin but the positive condition of submission to the Will of
God. The true spirit of repentance precedes baptism and continues after
baptism. It is a fundamental spirit of Christ and therefore, of Christian
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discipleship.

Jesus’ sojourn in the desert recalls to mind the forty days spent by Moses on
Mount Sinai and Elijah’s forty-day journey to Mount Horeb. Both of these
men were fundamentally men of the desert. Their religious missions, though
different, were essentially expressed during those crucial days. The heart of
their ministries found a keynote expression in the concentrated experiences
of forty days. So, too, it was with Jesus of Nazareth. The earthly ministry of
Jesus found symbolic expression in these few verses.

Mark indicates the loneliness of the desert and the absence of human
support. One traveler wrote of this region:

For hours, as you travel across hills, you may feel no sign of life
except scorpions and vipers which your passage startles, in the
distances a few wild goats and gazelles, and at night the wailing of
the jackal and the hyena’s howl.

Ancient people believed the desert to be the home of evil spirits. Wild
animals, closely associated with demons, were part of the realm of Satan.
Jesus’ environment brought to Him not only loneliness but the horror and
danger of demonic companionship. In the wilderness, Jesus was ‘put to the
test’ by Satan!

Satan appears in the Scriptures as the prince of demons — the head of all
powers hostile to God. Satan hates and destroys God’s work among men.
His primary work is to destroy the relationship between God and Man. In
the New Testament, Satan appears as ruler of an organized empire of evil,
the prince of the world, from whose control men are totally unable to free
themselves. The Scriptures tell us “To this end was the Son of Man
manifested, that He might destroy the works of the devil.” (1Jn. 3:8)

The determination of Jesus to repent — to abide in the wilderness — brought
Him into conflict with personified evil. At the beginning of the ministry,
Satan engaged Jesus and attempted to win a decisive victory against God by
turning Jesus from His vocation, His mission. Mark relates only the first
clash and not a victory. Jesus did not win the victory in the forty days, nor
did He cease to be tempted afterwards. Mark understood the whole mission
of Jesus as an encounter with Satanic forces. What was symbolized in the
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baptism and sojourn in the wilderness was not merely the first act of the
drama, but a composite picture of the entire earthly ministry of Jesus. The
environment of those forty days symbolizes the entire milieu of Jesus’ earthly
existence. In the coming drama, Jesus and Satan are the main actors. Jesus
continued to meet the personal forces of evil particularly in His encounters
with men. When Mark speaks of men he usually indicates persons alienated
from God by disobedience and under the power of the Evil One. Even the
disciples of Jesus are pictured as men who failed to understand Jesus and His
mission and seek to turn Him from God’s will. Both the enemies and the
disciples are portrayed as men alienated from the Will of God and thereby a
source of temptation for Jesus. Jesus continually lived in temptation and
continually was victorious. To live in such a condition means to abide in the
wilderness!

The climax was the Passion and the encounter assumed a deadly aspect. The
Son of Man fell into the hands of wicked men and surrendered to the powers
of evil that saw in His Crucifixion their triumph. Jesus’ journey in the
wilderness ended in the grave, as had once the rebellious Israelites during
their march through the desert. |

When Mark relates the presence of “wild beasts” and “angels,” he implies
that all the forces of both Heaven and Hell were present in the wilderness
temptation. The angel of Yahweh was a familiar figure in the Old
Testament wilderness stories. The angel guided and aided Israel during its
journey to the Promised Land. The angel brought food and nourishment to
Elijah in the desert. (IKings 19:5-7) When Mark relates that the angels
ministered to Jesus, he informs us that the aid received by Jesus during His
trials and temptations did not come from man nor the earth, but from
Heaven — from God. Luke relates that during the Passion when Jesus could
find no human support or comfort from His disciples, “4dn angel then
appeared to Him from heaven to strengthen Him.” (Lk. 22:43) Mark teaches
that though temptation by evil is inevitable in the wilderness, God does not
leave His servants unaided; angels will minister to them!

To understand temptation in the Scriptures, we need to distinguish between
two kinds of temptation. One has a good end and flows from a good source,
namely God. The other has an evil intent and flows from an evil principal
namely Satan. When a temptation comes from God, it is a test and flows
from a good source, namely God. The other has an evil intent and flows
from an evil principal, namely Satan. When temptation comes from God, it
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is a test and trial sent for the good of the spirit. When it comes from Satan,
it is a seduction to evil and has deadly ambitions. Temptation from God
enables us to grow in virtue and love of God. Temptation from Satan seeks
to separate man from God.

The Hebrew word for temptation ‘nasah’ means ‘to try’ or ‘to test.” Itis a
test to reveal the inner disposition or will of a person rather than his abilities
or virtues. Two classical examples in the Old Testament of temptations by
God are the story of Abraham and Isaac, and that of Job. God promised
Abraham that his descendants would be as the stars, but He demanded that
Abraham sacrifice his only hope for this fulfillment — his son Isaac. Job, we
are told, “feared God and avoided evil,” and “he was blameless and upright.”
His love of God was severely tested through numerous sufferings and
tribulations. The heart of temptation is the visitation of unmerited
sufferings upon a man. It intends to shake a man’s faith in divine justice
and love. It is a test of faith. It drives the man deep into his soul. It reveals
a man’s true disposition and will toward God. It manifests a man’s degree
of holiness. In the case of Job, he responded, “The Lord gives, the Lord takes
away. Blessed be the Name of the Lord!” And “even if He kills me, I will trust
in Him.” The Book of Wisdom tells us:

Chastised a little, they shall be greatly blessed, because God tried
them and found him worthy of Himself. As gold in the furnace,
He proved them... and as sacrificial offerings He took them to
Himself. (Wis. 3:5-6)
A genuine Christian must expect trials and tribulations. We have only to
look at the Lord’s life and all those who are His true friends to know the
truth of that statement. We read in the Book of Sirach:

My son, when you come to serve the Lord, prepare yourself for
trials. Be sincere of heart and steadfast, undisturbed in time of
adversity. Cling to Him, forsake Him not; thus will your future be
great. Accept whatever befalls you, in crushing misfortune be
patient; for in fire gold is tested, and worthy men in the crucible of
humiliation. Trust God and He will help you; make straight your
ways and hope in Him. (Sirach 2:1-6)

We are tested by God not in order to prove how strong we are, but in order

to make us strong. Temptation calls our wills into conflict, reserved strength
into play. It forces us to exercise our wills. The very decision of the will
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strengthens the will in virtue or in vice. For example, a person makes a vow
of fidelity to another person during a marriage ceremony. It is a willed
commitment on the part of one person to another. When a married person
finds another person sexually attractive (which would be quite normal), the
attraction may become a temptation to marital infidelity. It is of such
temptation that St. James wrote:

No one who is tempted is free to say, “I am being tempted by God.”
Surely God, who is beyond the grasp of evil, tempts no one. Rather
the tug and lure of is own passion tempt every man. Once passion

has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and when sin reaches maturity it
begets death. (James 1:13-15)

If the married person rejects the temptation, the rejection confirms and
strengthens the commitment to the married partner. Through temptation,
fidelity grows. Marriage is strengthened by temptation. If a person is
seduced by the temptation, the will becomes less firm in its commitment to
fidelity. The marriage relationship is weakened. Of the soul-strength
developed by overcoming temptation, St. James wrote:

My brothers, count it pure joy when you are involved in every sort
of trial. Realize that when your faith is tested this makes for
endurance. Let endurance come to its perfection so that you may
be fully mature and lacking in nothing.... Happy the man who
holds out to the end through trial! Once he has been proved, he
will receive the crown of life the Lord has promised to those who
love Him. (James 1:2-4,12)

Our endurance creates our love!

Oftentimes, Our Lord permits trials and tribulations to destroy the illusion
we have created about our holiness. We think we are stronger than we are;
we feel we have more virtue than we do. Our pride or the Evil One has
deluded us. No matter the cause of the delusion, it is not a good situation.
Our Lord does not let His friends abide in Fantasyland. He permits trial to
come upon us, to bring us to a realistic awareness of our true spiritual state.
He permits this for an increase in the virtue of humility — the foundation of
all other heavenly blessings!

We should not let temptation upset us but quietly remind ourselves, “I must
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be tempted in order to grow!” St. Paul told the Christians at Corinth,

No test has been sent you that does not come to all men. Besides,
God keeps His promise. He will not let you be tested beyond your
strength. Along with the test, He will give you a way out of it so
that you may be able to endure it. (1Cor. 10:13)

The only way out in some cases is flight. For example: Scriptures warn us to
“flee fornication!”

Scriptures even speak of man being a tempter of God. We are warned not to
tempt God. To tempt God is not to recognize His power and presence in our
midst and demand that He prove His presence in some extraordinary way.
The classical Scripture case of this we find in Exodus. When Israel came to
Massah and Meribah, they found no water. We read, “the Israelites
quarreled there (with Moses) and tested the Lord saying, ‘Is the Lord in our
midst or not?’” (Ex. 17:7) Again, man is said to tempt God when he lives a
life that tests the goodness and patience of God. The Scriptures warn Israel
against such evil, “You shall not put the Lord, your God, to the test as you did
at Massah.” (Dt. 6:16) Psalm 78 reminds us what it means to sin in this
fashion:

Yes, they spoke against God, saying, “Can God spread a table in the
desert? For when He struck the rock, waters gushed forth, and the
streams overflowed; can He also give bread and provide meat for
His people?” Then the Lord heard and was enraged; and fire
blazed up against Jacob, and anger rose against Israel, because they
believed not God nor trusted in His help. (Ps. 78:19-22)

Trial comes to every man and we are encouraged to pray for deliverance
from such temptation — man confronted by Satan. He comes with only one
purpose: to destroy God’s work and alienate man from God and thereby
destroy man. He is motivated by envy and hatred. He is described by Jesus
as a liar and murderer. His method is deception and his purpose is the
eternal death of the soul. We have two classical examples of man versus
Satan in the Bible: one is the temptation of Adam and Eve, the Fall of
Mankind, the second is the temptation of Jesus Christ, the Fall of Satan!
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Satan comes when man is alone and weakest. Both Eve and Jesus
encountered him alone. Our first parents’ relationship with God depended
solely on their humble obedience to the command of God. It did not matter
whether they saw the wisdom of His command or felt the need for it. It was
a matter of the creature submitting his will to the Creator. Satan
endeavored to turn this will from God. His methods were subtle. He came
in disguised form. He spoke about God and created doubt. He lied. He
asked, “Did God really say that?” All that remains before the tempted is the
Word of God. The Word of God alone must see the tempted through the
temptation. Our first parents were not weak. They later became weak!
They had the grace to resist. The grace was not in their minds to give them
light — it was not in their emotions to give them a liking for the
commandment — it was in their wills. They had the power to cling to the
Word of God. Satan encouraged them to follow their own lights and
feelings. He seduced them to follow their own lights and feelings. He
seduced their wills away from the Will of God. In turning their wills from
God, they alienated themselves from God — the source of light and love and
life! Turning from God who made them stronger than their adversary, they
now faced an adversary, by creation, stronger than themselves. The strong
plunder the weak! They had surrendered the freedom of God’s children for
enslavement to Satan. Mankind, the Prince of the World by God’s design,
fell and Satan became the victor and Prince and Ruler of this world. What
God had given to man, Satan now took from man. Independent of God,
man would never be able to overcome his enemy. The children of Adam,
confronting the temptation of the Evil One, will always be overcome. He
will always question in his heart and doubt; “Has God really said?” For
man to meet Satan in the strength of his own flesh is not to know victory,
but certain defeat.

The second great temptation story is the encounter between the New Adam,
Jesus Christ, and the ancient enemy, Satan. It is not without purpose that
the Evangelists note that the Holy Spirit was poured into the humanity of
Jesus before the temptation. Certainly, it is to warn all disciples that
without this same spirit operative within their humanity during temptation,
defeat is inevitable.

Matthew and Luke relate the nature of the temptations suffered by Jesus in
the wilderness. The temptation of Jesus and His answers define the true
character of His mission. It is the Word of God that directs the defense of
Jesus. We are told that during the entire forty days, Jesus was tempted by
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Satan. In all that time, He ate nothing, so that He was hungry when it was
over. The Devils said to Him “If you are God’s Son, order this stone to turn
into bread.” Jesus was tempted to test the words He heard at His baptism.
This is called the temptation of the flesh. Satan planned to make the flesh
rebel against the spirit. Satan knows that the flesh is afraid of suffering.
Why should the Son of God suffer? Were Jesus to withdraw from suffering
in the flesh, all flesh would be lost. Jesus did not fulfill His mission by
providing for basic physical necessities, but by proclaiming the Word that is
life. What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and suffers the
loss of his eternal life? Jesus responded to Satan, “The Scripture says, ‘Not by
bread alone does a man live!’” (Deut. 8:3) The flesh, too, belongs to the
Word of God, and if it must suffer, then man does not live by bread alone.
Jesus will suffer if it is the Will of God! Then the Devil took Jesus to the
Holy City, set Him on the highest point of the temple, and said to Him:

If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, because
Scripture has it, “He will bid His angels watch over you;” and
again “With their hands, they will support you, that you will never
stumble on a stone!” (Lk. 4:9)

The second temptation is directed against the faith of Jesus — a temptation of
the spirit. Jesus was tempted to produce a spectacular and convincing
display of power that would compel the belief of men. The appeal to the
spectacular sign sought to impose demands upon God that God had not
promised to fulfill even to His beloved Son. It is not this way that God has
chosen to reveal His love for men nor to bring about the salvation of men.
The mission of Jesus would be accomplished only by His submission to the
Father’s will. Faith, which demands more than the Word of God, becomes a
temptation of God. Jesus answered, “But the scripture also says, ‘You must
not put the Lord, your God, to the test!’” (Deut. 6:16) Then the Devil took
Jesus to a very high mountain and showed Him all the Kingdoms of the
world, in all their greatness. “All this I will give you,” the Devil said, “if you
kneel down and worship me.” In this temptation, Jesus was offered the power
of this world to accomplish His mission. It was a temptation to become a
political Messiah. Since the power of this world is under the dominion of
Satan, it implied a submission to him. In this offer, Satan appeared
undisguised as the Prince of this World and he demanded open apostasy
from God. Jesus addressed him directly, “Away with you, Satan! Scripture
has it, ‘You shall do homage to the Lord your God; Him alone shall you
adore.’” (Deut. 6:3) When the devil had finished all the tempting, he left
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Him to await another opportunity. (Lk. 4:13)

Jesus was tempted in His flesh, His faith and in His allegiance to God. He
clung to the Word of God. To each temptation He replied, “Scripture
says...” The Word of God robs Satan of his power. Only by clinging to
God’s word are such temptations overcome.

Jesus left an example and a warning to His Church and His disciples. We
are pilgrims in this world. It is our wilderness. If we have received the Holy
Spirit into our lives, we may expect to encounter Satan. Only by humble
submission to the Will of God can the victory of Christ be ours.

Be assured that when God calls a man to follow Him, He expects him to go
forward in the Abraham faith. The Lord permits the winds of temptation to
blow. The ship of that man’s life is tossed and hammered. If the course is
maintained, even the evil spirit may enter the winds. The winds may assume
gale and even hurricane force. The poor soul is forced to blindly hold its
course into a night of frightful disturbances. There is no consolation to be
given, for nothing can console the soul. The soul is reduced to absolute zero.
It maintains its course by a sheer will, clinging to the call of God. Angels
and ministers of grace can only encourage the spirit to persevere and hope.
When the storm passes, the soul will never be the same. It has weathered a
force that has tested its very being — it has withstood and conquered the
winds of adversity and temptation. In so doing, the soul finds a strength it
never possessed — it has a power to follow God and accomplish good never
dreamed possible. God permits His children to be tested that they may
become men and women of God — Soldiers of His Kingdom!
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CHAPTER 3
THE KINGDOM OF GOD
INTRODUCTION

The days in the desert prepared Jesus for His public mission. His
confrontations with Satan and temptations clarified and confirmed His life
as the Messiah. His talents and powers would not be used to serve any
personal interest, not even to conserve His own life. The Will of God
directed His life and not His physical and psychic needs. He demanded no
more of God as a directive for His faith, or to confirm His confidence in His
Sonship and loving relationship with the Father, than the revealed Word of
God in the Scriptures. In faith, He would walk from the desert to Calvary.
He would use no means to fulfill His mission other than those given and
willed by the Father. All Jesus did and said would flow from the workings
of the Holy Spirit. Jesus lived His earthly ministry in absolute docility to the
Spirit of God. He emptied Himself out and became the slave of God. This
total obedience of the humanity of Jesus to the will of God inaugurated the
Kingdom of God on earth and ushered in the redemption of the human race.
Indeed, it was a very good time for mankind. God, whose personal presence
had so long been alienated from His creation, once again entered into His
creation to redeem it. The final act of God, on this earth, had begun and
will continue until the Kingdom comes in fullness.

The Redemption of man follows the Reparation of man. The sin of mankind
is disobedience. All sin becomes truly one sin — the sin of disobedience. All
evil on earth flows as a result of disobedience. Breaking the commandment
of God is but the external manifestation of disobedience. At the heart of sin
is man’s personal rejection of God. Man tells God that he prefers to do it his
way! Man will direct his life by his own lights and achieve his fulfillment
through the exercise of his own powers and abilities. Man is free, as God is
free. God made him in His image. Man is free to serve or reject God. For
man to reject God is to reject his proper good. When man sins, he chooses
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an apparent good — a good of his own nature. In the reality of things, he
chooses evil. It is a choice that ultimately leads to deterioration and death.
Disobedience alienates man from God. The Person of God is no longer free
to flow through the life of man. Man relegates God to standing outside his
door where God can only knock. Evil consequences flow from this alienation
from God. These consequences fill many a life to the brim in bitterness.
Many men come to regret the evil consequences of sin in their lives. They
regret the evil that befalls them, but not the sin causing it. They are not
sorry for the evil they did. They never truly repent for their sins. True
repentance demands not only a turning from evil, but a turning to God with
one’s whole mind, heart and soul. Man has reached such a sad state that he
is unable, by himself, to turn his heart from self to God. Man can no longer
love God more than himself. Only the merciful grace of God makes it
possible for a human being to rise to a love of God above the world and all it
offers. This grace comes through Jesus Christ!

In this life, we will never understand all that Jesus has done for us. One
thing is certain — without Jesus, all mankind would be lost and without Jesus
in their lives, men and women are being lost!

When the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity became man, He assumed the
effects and results of a nature alienated from its Creator. He was able to be
tempted because He was truly our brother in the flesh. The Scriptures tell us
that Jesus suffered, without sinning, all the temptations that befall human
beings. “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our
weakness, but one who was tempted in every way that we are, yet never sinned.”
(Heb. 4:15) Day-by-day, Jesus confirmed Himself as God’s Son by clinging
in mind, heart and spirit to the Will of God. It was not easy. He knew
anger, fear, sorrow, disappointment, frustration and apparent failure — but
He never knew sin. Nothing, not even a most horrible death, could turn
Him from accomplishing the Will of God. Clinging to God’s Will
committed Jesus to a life of hardship and suffering, but it likewise opened
Him, as a human being, to a most marvelous relationship with God. Jesus
established, within the earth of His own being, the Kingdom of God. This
He accomplished by a complete, humble submission to God’s Will. God
filled the humanity of Jesus with His Holy Presence. The Power of God’s
love filled the humanity of Jesus. Through the exercise of this power, Jesus
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would accomplish His mission. Jesus would draw men, by love, into the
Kingdom of God.

From God alone, we learn that to love is to leave free. God will use no
power other than love to draw men back to Himself. Jesus will not force nor
manipulate men to turn to God. Jesus will make known the unexpected
favor that God offers through Him. He will preach the “Good News.”

Jesus knew from experience what submission to the reign of God demands.
On the one hand, He knew the sufferings it entails; but on the other, He
knew the indescribable joy of being the beloved Son of the Father. Because
of this, He did not hesitate to encourage men to bear the cross. In light of
what man wins by his love of God, the hardships entailed are of little
consequence. As Teresa of Avila once said, “Life, at worst, is but a night spent
in a bad inn!” This same feeling St. Paul expressed to the Corinthians:

We do not lose heart, because our inner being is renewed each day
even though our body is being destroyed at the same time. The
present burden of our trial is light enough, and earns for us an
eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison. We do not fix our
gaze on what is seen but on what is unseen. What is seen is
transitory; what is unseen lasts forever. (2Cor. 4:16-18)

For this reason, Jesus put this question before the minds of men, “What does
it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his life?” This is why He
teaches that a man should be willing to cut himself away from any temporal
good or blessing if it threatens the eternal good of his soul!

The public ministry of Jesus began after the arrest of John. By this teach-
ing, Mark illustrates that the work of John had ended and Jesus of Nazareth
appeared — the principle character in the divine drama. “Jesus appeared in
Galilee preaching (or proclaiming) the good news of God.” (Mk. 1:14) The
Greek word “to preach” or “to proclaim” meant literally to act as a herald,
to be the official town crier who announces, to the public, news of great
importance. During a time of war the herald’s position was extremely
important as he announced to the people victory or defeat — life or death!
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Mark sees Jesus as God’s Herald going from city to city announcing “good
news” and that “this is the time of fulfillment.” The “time of fulfillment” for
the Jews signified a time decreed in the counsel of God for the final entrance
of God into human history. It was expected that in order for the present evil
situation to be altered, God must enter human history and eradicate the
forces of evil and establish His reign bringing peace to men. This would be
the “time of fulfillment” and the end of the ages! The very next words of
Jesus announced, “The reign of God is at hand.” Mark understands the
reign of God to be in Jesus of Nazareth. God offers freedom from evil and
membership in His Kingdom through Jesus, the Christ. Jesus is God’s
beachhead in humanity — a beachhead never to be lost from which God
would begin His reign and from there, spread His reign into men through
the ages. It was the announcement of God’s return and victory in Jesus — a
victory that all men would be invited to share. Indeed, Jesus was the herald
of “good news — preacher of the Gospel!”

Mark tells us that Jesus repeated the preparatory message of John, “Reform
your lives.” (Mk. 1:15) This emphasized the importance of repentance as
(conditio sine qua non) a necessary condition for the reign of God. With
repentance must come faith in the Gospel, “Reform your lives and believe in
the Gospel!” Faith in the Gospel is the second stone in the foundation of
salvation. Faith gives direction and purpose to repentance. The Gospel
brings the Presence and Power of the Holy Spirit into the life of the believing
penitent. When Jesus asks us to have faith in the Gospel, we must not think
of this as believing solely in a message of truth, but primarily as a belief in
the Person — Jesus Christ. The Good News is that God came to man in and
through the sacred humanity of Jesus. Through man’s union with Jesus,
God reconciled the world to Himself. Faith in the Gospel implies a perma-
nent personal relationship between the penitent and the Person — Jesus
Christ. Everything else in the Christian life — prayer, the Mass, the
Sacraments, the Scriptures, the Christian Community — are but means to
bring about a union between Jesus and the believer. When we properly
understand this to be the mission of Jesus, we will easily see why so much of
the work of Jesus among men was a failure. He was never able to bring
many men to this point. Jesus’ failure emphasizes the mystery of human
freedom and the deep hold sin has over man. Men flocked to Jesus to have
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the consequences of their sins removed. Out of His tremendous compassion,
Jesus reaches to touch men where they will to be touched, in their sick bodies
and disturbed minds. He did this when He lived on earth and He does it
still. He is our Brother and He has a loving compassion for His little
brothers and sisters even if they have no true love for Him. The love of Jesus
is Divine Love expressed through the nature of man. And so, Jesus loves
those who do not love Him; He loves His enemies and prays for those who do
evil. The love of God is not conditional upon our love for Him. He loves
because it is His nature to love. If a man is lost, it is not due to a lack of
God’s love, but the choice of the man. Salvation is a free, divine gift offered
to us through Jesus. Salvation will never be forced upon man. Heaven is
loving union with God. If man rejects this union, he must be left to his
choice — Hell! Hell is eternity without God. Man must freely accept the gift
of salvation God offers. This man does when he accepts the Lordship of
Jesus Christ.

THE KINGDOM OF GOD

The preaching of Jesus proclaimed to Israel that God, in the fullness of time,
had inaugurated His Kingly rule. The powers of evil were about to be
destroyed. The time of waiting was ended. God awoke from rest and a new
world was being created. Man must be the willing partner of God for the
achievement of a new order, a new earth! For this reason Jesus said that “if
you are not with Me, you are against Me!”

The idea of the Kingdom is absolutely central to the teachings of Jesus. The
concept appears 104 times on the lips of Jesus. In the Synoptic Gospels, the
term “Kingdom of God” is frequently used to describe the central theme of
Jesus’ mission. The concept is rarely found in the other Books of the New
Testament. The Jewish concept of the Kingdom of God was not easily
understood by the Gentile world and was therefore subject to serious
misinterpretation.

Generally, when a man speaks of a “kingdom,” he thinks of a territory with

set boundaries, officials and institutions. In the ancient world, a man’s
kingdom was equated with the extent of his rule — what he was able to
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govern by his laws and power. The scriptural words “basileia” (Greek) and
“malkut” (Hebrew) mean a “reign” and not a kingdom. The basic meaning
of the concept is the Reign of God and not the Kingdom of God. In the
teachings of Jesus, the primary emphasis is on God’s rule.

In the Old Testament, the Kingdom of God appears in two main ways: First,
Israel saw the Kingdom of God as present here and now by Yahweh being
the King of Israel. Samuel says to the people, “Yet, when you saw Nahash,
king of the Ammonites, advancing against you, you said to me, ‘Not so, but a
king must rule us’, even though the Lord your God is your King.” (I1Sam.
12:12) 1In Isaiah, the Lord says, “I am the Lord, your Holy One, the Creator of
Israel, your King.” (Is. 43:15) The Prophet Jeremiah asks, “Is the Lord no
longer in Zion, is her King no longer in her midst?” We see in Samuel that
Kingship was equated with obedience to the commands of Yahweh and
Yahweh’s reign was called into question by disobedience and disloyalty.
Samuel warns the people, “But if you do not obey the Lord and if you rebel
against His command, the Lord will deal severely with you and your king, and
destroy you.” (I1Sam. 12:15) Jeremiah speaks of the reign of Yahweh
extending beyond Israel:

No one is like you, 0 Lord, great are You, great and mighty is your
name. Who would not fear You, King of the nations, for it is your...
domain, there is none like you. (Jer. 10:6-7)

The Psalmist breaks forth in song of the Kingship of Yahweh:

Let all your works give you thanks, 0 Lord, and let your faithful ones
bless You. Let them discourse of the glory of Your Kingdom and
speak of Your might, making known to men Your might and the
glorious splendor of Your Kingdom. Your Kingdom is a Kingdom for
all ages, and your dominion endures through all generations.

(Ps. 145:10-13)

On the other hand, the Prophets of Israel spoke of the Kingdom of God as a
future expectation and hope,
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Sing and rejoice, 0 daughter Zion! See, I am coming to dwell among
you, says the Lord. Many nations shall join themselves to the Lord
on that day, and they shall be His people, and He will dwell among
you, and you shall know that the Lord of Hosts has sent Me to you.
The Lord will possess Judah as His portion in the Holy Land, and
He will again choose Jerusalem. Silence, all mankind, in the
Presence of the Lord! (Zech. 2:14-17)

The Lord shall become King over the whole earth; on that day the
Lord shall be the only one, and His name the only one. (Zech. 14:9)

Your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel, called God of all the earth.
For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will
take you back. In an outburst of wrath, for a moment I hid my face
Jrom you; but with enduring love I take pity on you, says the Lord,
your Redeemer. (Is. 5:7-8)

We may often find the expression “the Kingdom of Heaven” used in place of
“the Kingdom of God.” Among the rabbis of our Lord’s time, there was a
tendency to avoid mentioning the Divine Name or using verbal expressions of
God. They would substitute abstract nouns. Instead of saying “Kingdom of
God,” they would speak of “Kingdom of Heaven.” They would substitute
“the Lord shall reign” with “the Kingdom of Heaven stands firm.”

The Kingdom of God, preached by Jesus, does not mean the area or the
people over which God reigns — but simply the rule of God. When Jesus
surrendered to the Will of God, the reign of God came. We can identify the
Kingdom of God with the Person of Jesus. It is intimately connected with
His own Person. It is in His words, and works, and Being that the Kingdom
came upon His contemporaries. In Jesus, it had come near and upon those
to whom He was speaking. It was truly in their midst! For this reason,
while Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom, the Apostolic community proclaimed
Jesus. No further in-break of God’s rule into this world is promised beyond
the mission of Jesus and the living continuation of His life and mission in the
Church. Jesus Himself and His Church become the Kingdom of God on
Earth. It is at once the fulfillment and the means by which it moves toward
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a future fulfillment.
Once, on being asked by the Pharisees when the Reign of God would
come, He replied, “You cannot tell by careful watching when the
Reign of God will come. Neither is it a matter of reporting that it is
‘here’ or ‘there’. The Reign of God is already in your midst."
(Lk. 17:20-21)

At present, God’s Kingdom is, in a real sense, hidden. Men are presently in
a position to decide whether they will receive or reject it. It is urgent that
men decide to receive God’s Kingdom for a day is coming when it will be
clearly manifested. On that day, those who have rejected God’s rule will
find themselves eternally outside God’s Kingdom “where there will be the
weeping and grinding of teeth.”

It is not a matter of the Kingdom of God coming in a fuller way in the
future. In Jesus, the Kingdom has come in its fullness. “It pleased God that
absolute fullness should reside in Him.” In the future, that which is now
veiled will be fully revealed. The Scriptures can speak of the Kingdom as
having come and as yet to come because Jesus has come and He will come
again. The petition within the “Our Father... The Kingdom come” is
equivalent to St. Paul’s “Maranatha” (O Lord Come!). What the Church
awaits is not something more complete than Christ Himself, but rather Jesus
manifested in glory. That day assent will be unavoidable for then every knee
shall bend at His name and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord! As long
as the Kingdom remains veiled, men may still make a free personal decision
for Jesus.

The Kingdom of God presents a challenge to every person. Each person
must decide whether he will accept the authority of God in his life. The
coming of God’s Kingdom on earth is equivalent to His Will being done on
earth as in Heaven. Each man is a part of this earth. He alone is “lord” of a
particular bit of the earth known as “self.” He, and he alone, decides
whether God’s Kingdom will come in his earth or not. God makes no
conquest of the soul. He only offers a challenge and an invitation — man on
his part must freely surrender to the reign of God. Needless to say, it
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demands not a reform, but a radical change that is nothing less than a
revolution.

Jesus tells us the Kingdom of God is a gift, “It has pleased your Father to give
you the Kingdom.” (Lk. 12:32) Jesus encourages us not to seek the temporal
things of this earth but “Seek out instead His Kingdom over you, and the rest
will follow in turn.” (Lk. 12:31) Jesus warns men to strive to enter the
Kingdom,

Someone asked Him, “Lord, are they few in number who are to be
saved?” He replied, “Try to come in through the narrow door.
Many, I tell you, will try to enter and be unable. When once the
master of the house has risen to lock the door and you stand outside
knocking and saying, 'Sir, open for us,’ he will say in reply, ‘I do
not know where you come from.’ There will be wailing and grinding
of teeth when you see Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and all the prophets
safe in the Kingdom of God, and you yourself rejected. People will
come from the east and the west, from the north and south, and will
take their place at the feast in the Kingdom of God.” (Lk. 13:23-29)

THE CALL OF DISCIPLES

Jesus encourages us to make any sacrifice necessary to enter the Kingdom:

The Kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant’s search for fine pearls.
When he found one really valuable pearl, he went back and put up
for sale all that he had and bought it. (Matt. 13:45-46)

Jesus calls us from the deep personal conviction of His own life. Jesus can
tell us to follow Him with the absolute assurance that His way leads to life
and will bring us into an intimate relationship with God, our Father. This
Bible Study is much more than academic. Jesus confronts each of us in this
study. For each it is a time of grace — an hour of salvation. May we not
harden our hearts. Grace does have its day! “If you hear the voice of God
today, harden not your hearts.” We ought to sincerely pray — “Maranatha!”
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In Mark’s narrative, one of the first acts of Jesus was the call of the disciples.

Mark demonstrates the power of Jesus over the lives of men. Mark gives no

background about the disciples except their occupations. He merely relates,
As He made His way along the Sea of Galilee, He observed Simon
and his brother Andrew casting their nets into the sea: they were
Jishermen. Jesus said to them, “Come after me; I will make you
fishers of men.” They immediately abandoned their nets and became
His followers. Proceeding a little further along, He caught sight of
James, Zebedee’s son, and his brother John. They too were in their
boat putting their nets in order. He summoned them on the spot.
They abandoned their father Zebedee, who was in the boat with the
hired men, and went off in His company. (Mk. 1:16:20)

In the picturesque reference to the leaving of the nets and James and John
abandoning their father Zebedee, the effects of repentance are intentionally
stressed by Mark. When he writes, “they became His followers,” he describes
their personal attachment to Jesus, a personal surrender to His summons
and the acceptance of His leadership. We are told that Jesus “observed”
these men. We are not told what He beheld in them. Later, He reminded
them, “You did not choose me — I chose you.” God informed Jeremiah that
He had been observing him for a long time; “Before I formed you in the
womb I knew you, before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the
nations I appointed you.” (Jer. 1:5)

Mark clearly demonstrates the demands of discipleship. One must be willing
to leave one’s economic security, the comfort and ease of a chosen lifestyle.
Peter and Andrew immediately left their business; John and James
immediately left their father and the family business. If God calls us — we
must at once respond regardless of the material or emotional consequences.
This same lesson appears clearly in the Old Testament in the call of the
Prophet Elisha:

Elijah set out, and came upon Elisha, son of Shaphat, as he was
plowing with twelve yoke of oxen; he was following the twelfth.
Elijah went over to him and threw his cloak over him. Elisha left the
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oxen, ran after Elijah and said, “Please, let me kiss my father and
mother goodbye and I will follow you.” “Go back!”  Elijah
answered. “Have I done anything to you?” Elisha left him and,
taking the yoke of oxen, slaughtered them, He used the plowing
equipment for fuel to boil their flesh and gave it to his people to eat.
Then he left and followed Elijah as his attendant. (1Kings 19:19-21)

The prophet Amos described his vocation to the priest Amaziah:

I was no prophet, nor have I belonged to a company of prophets; 1
was a shepherd and a dresser of sycamores. The Lord took me from
SJollowing the flock, and said to me, Go, prophesy to my people Israel.
(Amos 7:14-16)

The same was said of David; that the Lord took him from following the ewes
to become the shepherd of Israel. Discipleship calls man to a new life. That
Jesus could have such an effect on men demonstrates the Divine Power
operative in Him. Self-love and attachment are too strong for human nature
to make such renunciations unaided by grace.

Some men were naturally attracted to Jesus and desired to be His disciples.
Jesus did not call them for He knew they could not meet the demands of
discipleship. Others He did call, but they desired to delay their vocation;
one because of marriage — another because of business — another because of
family obligations. Jesus rejected all of these as being unworthy of His call.
(Lk. 9:57) Some people like to play with religion and dabble in it with a
contribution of a few hours here and a few dollars there. Jesus is not
interested in contributions, but commitments. In the early Church, there
was no difference in the commitment made by the married couple, Aquila
and Priscilla, than that made by Peter and Paul. The commitment was the
same - the ministry was different!

One thing we note about the men God called: they were all busy working at
the tasks life had assigned to them. He called workers. It makes one wonder
how we have ended up with so many drones in the Kingdom. Mark makes it
clear we are called to work. Jesus said to them, “Come after Me; I will make

50



you fishers of men.” There is no doubt which is the more difficult and
arduous task. Jesus calls men to a life of service. He gives you a destiny! A
cause worthy of the investment of life! It demands the rising above self-
interest to a point of dying to self. It demands all this in order that a person
may find his or her self and come to life. The famous psychiatrist, Carl
Jung, once wrote: -

To be normal is a splendid ideal for the unsuccessful, for all those
who have not yet found an adaptation, but for people who have far
more ability than the average — for whom it was never hard to gain
success and to accomplish their share of the world’s work — for them
restriction to the normal signifies the bed of Procrustes, unbearable
boredom, infernal sterility and hopelessness. As a consequence, there
are many people who are neurotic because they cannot become
normal.

Again he writes:

What, in the last analysis, induces a man to choose his own way and
so climb out of unconscious identity with the mass as out of a fog
bank... it is what is called “vocation.” Who has a vocation hears the
voice of the inner man; he is called.... Now, vocation, or the feeling
of vocation, is not perchance the prerogative of great personalities,
but also belongs to the small ones.

Men and women who seek to discover themselves in ceaseless searches for
self-fulfillment and expression end as lost souls. An acorn does not discover
itself by entering into its shell to analyze its golden substance, but by
breaking out of its shell and involving itself in the life around it. Jesus had
some hard things to say about unprofitable disciples. For a disciple of Jesus,
the only safe way to be caught dead — is at work!

God prepares men for their vocation. John the Baptist was sent precisely to
prepare the hearts of men to receive Jesus. Many things enter a man’s life
that bit by bit lead him to repentance and to a readiness to accept God. The
Portuguese have a proverb: “God writes straight with crooked lines.”
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Mark’s call to the disciples demonstrates the response demanded by a
vocation and what true repentance can mean. No doubt these men had been
prepared by the ministry of John the Baptist as indicated in the Fourth
Gospel. They probably had already encountered Jesus and had listened to
Him. Their hearts were open to His call. We read in St. Luke’s account
that the call came after Jesus’ activities in Capernaum. The disciples had
listened to His sermon in the Synagogue and witnessed the power of His
miracles. Jesus had accepted an invitation to dine at Peter’s house and had
cured his mother-in-law. Perhaps when these good men listened to Jesus,
their hearts burned within them, but they would have considered themselves
unworthy to be closely associated with one so holy as Jesus of Nazareth.
Luke expresses Jesus’ initiative in extending an invitation to discipleship. He
teaches humility needed in discipleship by Peter’s response to Jesus, “Pefer
fell at the knees of Jesus saying, ‘Leave me, Lord I am a sinful man.’” (Lk.
5:8)

When Peter and his companions accepted Jesus’ invitation, their vocations
had only just begun. There would be no end. They were being called into
an intimate relationship with God through Jesus. They would never become
Masters themselves, but forever be disciples of the One Master - Jesus Christ.
In time, they would grow in knowledge of His greatness and their
nothingness. As He increased in their eyes, they decreased in their own eyes
and their relationship with God grew deeper — Christian discipleship
matured. It is not easy for men to be a disciple of One who says, “Learn of
me for I am meek and humble of heart and you will find rest for your souls.”
Anyone who accepts the call of discipleship may expect many restless days
before the calm of a perfect peace arrives.

24 HOURS IN THE LIFE OF JESUS CHRIST

After the call of the disciples, Mark presents his readers with twenty-four
hours in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. In a summary picture, he captures the
public ministry of Jesus. Jesus began this day — His ministry — in the
synagogue on the Sabbath, the Lord’s Day. The synagogue was the soul of
the Jewish Community. If a man had a message from God to His people, he
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would deliver this message where God’s people normally met to hear the
word of God. In our Lord’s time, it was not the Temple in Jerusalem but
the local synagogue.

The Law decreed that a synagogue must be established in any place where
ten or more Jewish families dwelled. The synagogue (meaning assembly)
came into being after the destruction of the first Temple in 587 B.C. and the
subsequent scattering of the Jews beyond Israel. Since religious worship in
the Temple was not possible, the synagogue was established to preserve a
unity of faith among the Jews. After the destruction of the second Temple in
70 A.D., the synagogue was responsible for the survival of the Jews as a
religion and as a people. By the time the final destruction of the Temple
occurred, the Jews had already experienced the reality of being able to exist
as a faith and way of life without a Temple and its worship.

The synagogue was a lay institution. It was a meeting house for prayer and
the study of the Law. Socially speaking, it was the meeting place for the
Jewish Community. The government of the synagogue was committed to the
elders of the community. The maintenance of the synagogue and the order
of services were under the “ruler of the synagogue” (archisynagogues).
Services were held each Sabbath. The Lord’s Day began with the setting of
the sun and concluded twenty-four hours later with the appearance of the
first three stars in the sky. Services were likewise held on Jewish feast days.
Men and women were separated during the services. This separation was
achieved by having galleries on the side and in the rear where women were
seated. Each Synagogue was furnished with an ark, or chest, where the
scroll of the law was kept. This ark of the law occupied the central position
against the front wall, which was heavily decorated with colorful tapestries
and lamps. This honored position illustrated that the Torah — the law which
comprises the first five books of the Old Testament (the Pentateuch) was the
most sacred thing in the world. The Torah was absolutely holy and binding
upon all Jews. It was said that any man who held that the Torah was not
from God had no part in the future world. For the Jews, it was the supreme
rule of faith and life. It contained all that was necessary to guide and direct
their lives. In order for these guidelines of faith and life to become evident,
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the Torah must be seriously and conscientiously studied. What is implicit in
the Torah must be made explicit. What is hidden must be manifested. The
general laws and principles must expressed in rules and regulations. This
obligation created the scholars of the Torah who occupied an important
place in Jewish society. These were the Scribes and the most famous scribes
were called Rabbis — Teachers of the Law.

Joining the main room of the synagogue were smaller rooms for work and
storage. One storeroom was called the “genizah.” Here, damaged and
incorrectly written scrolls were stored, as it was forbidden to destroy them.
In the “genizah” in the Synagogue of Old Cairo, a large number of old and
valuable manuscripts were discovered. (While visiting this synagogue, one
may have the opportunity of seeing scrolls that date back three centuries
before Christ and some even valued at several million dollars.)

The ruler of the synagogue also had the duty of distributing alms to the
poor. An offering was taken daily from the people for distribution to the
poor. A poor family received food for fourteen meals a week. To assist the
ruler of the synagogue there was a minister, or a Chazzan, whose duty it was
to take out and store the sacred scroll, to clean the synagogue, blow the silver
trumpet announcing the Sabbath and give religious education for the
children.

The synagogue service began with the recitation of the “Shema,” the Jewish
profession of faith:

Hear, O Israell The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore,
you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your strength. Take to heart these words
which I enjoin on you today. Drill them into your children. Speak
of them at home and abroad, whether you are busy or at rest. Bind
them at your wrist as a sign and let them be as a pendant on your
Jorehead. Write them on the doorposts of your houses and on your
gates.

(Deut. 6:4-9)
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The “Shema” was followed by a long prayer recited by one of the
congregation. These prayers had once been improvised but later assumed a
set recorded form. Following the prayer, a portion of the Torah was read in
Hebrew followed by a translation into the vernacular. It was so arranged
that the entire Torah would be read in a three-year cycle. Later, the reading
of the Prophets was added to the reading of the Law. An impromptu homily
was then delivered on the reading by a member of the congregation at the
invitation of the ruler. The service was expanded by the recitation of other
prayers and the singing of psalms. If a priest was present, the service ended
with a priestly blessing such as recorded in Numbers:

The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to Aaron and his sons and tell them,
‘this is how you shall bless the Israelites.” Say to them, ‘The Lord
bless you and keep you! The Lord let His face shine upon you and
be gracious to you! The Lord look upon you kindly and give you
peace!’ So shall they invoke My name upon the Israelites, and I will
bless them.” (Numbers 6:22-27)

The importance and the influence of the Synagogue upon the early Church
was significant. It was the place used by Jesus to preach the Good News.
The Apostles later followed this example. Paul preached in Synagogues
throughout the empire. The early Christian Community patterned itself on
the Synagogue and in a sense were Christian Synagogues. The worship of
the Christian Community was patterned after the Jewish worship of prayer
and reading of the Scriptures. Christians added to this the celebration of the
agape and the Eucharist. Here we have the essence of the Mass celebrated
today in the Catholic Church. The early Christian Community was
governed by elders and an overseer called the “spiskopos” — the bishop. He
was assisted by ministers called “deacons” who aided in the service and in the
management of the Community. The Jewish heritage of the Catholic
Church still survives in its worship and government.

The Jewish rabbis taught by quoting the opinions of great teachers. Jesus
did not teach in this way. He spoke as a prophet and the people sensed the

power of His words. In the synagogue at Capernaum, “The people were spell-
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bound by this teaching because He taught with authority, and not like the
scribes.” (Mk. 1:22) Here, Mark indicates the power of the preaching and
teaching ministry of Jesus.

On this day in Jesus’ life, Mark tells us that while Jesus was teaching, a wild
disturbance interrupted the synagogue servicee @~ A man, diabolically
possessed, entered the synagogue and shrieked, “What do You want of us,
Jesus of Nazareth? Have You come to destroy us? I know who You are — the
Holy One of God.” In this episode, Mark illustrates that the coming of the
Kingdom of God is an assault upon the Kingdom of Satan! St. Paul
understood this. He wrote to the Ephesians, “Our battle is not against human
Jorces, but against the principalities and powers, the rulers of this world of
darkness, the evil spirits in regions above.” (Eph. 6:12) All opposition against
Jesus has this force as its source. There in the Synagogue, the presence of the
devil was quite clear, but as Our Lord’s Life went on, the opposition
assumed tactics more subtle — it wears many faces — all human.

It was widely believed, in our Lord’s time, that if one knew the true identity
of a person, and could utter his name, power could be gained over him. The
evil spirit attempted this in his encounter with Jesus. Jesus angrily rebuked
the spirit, “‘Be quiet! Come out of the man.’ At that, the unclean spirit
convulsed the man violently and with a loud shriek came out of him.” (Mk.
1:25) Jesus rejected the testimony of such an evil source regarding His
nature. The only testimony acceptable to Jesus is that given by His Father.

It was customary at this time for exorcists to drive out evil spirits with
lengthy rituals of prayers, incantations and spells. When Jesus drove out the
devil with a simple command, the people were indeed impressed:

All who looked on were amazed. They began to ask one another.
“What does this mean? A completely new teaching in a spirit of
authority! He gives orders to unclean spirits and they obey!”

(Mk. 1:27)

Mark’s purpose for presenting twenty-four hours in the life Jesus of
Nazareth is to illustrate the tremendous power in the words and Person of
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Jesus, and how it was manifested during Jesus’ earthly ministry. The exer-
cise of this power reveals a great deal about the character of Jesus. [In the
next lesson, we will discuss, at greater length, the existence and nature of evil
spirits and their effects upon men. For the remainder of this lesson we will
give our attention to the other deeds performed by Jesus during this twenty-
four hour period.]

Mark teaches that tremendous power flows through the humanity of Jesus.
His very presence and invitation so moved the hearts of men open to God
that they left all to follow Jesus. When He speaks, at the sound of His voice,
the hearts of men leap for joy. They know in spirit that they are not
listening to a mere man, but the voice of God. When the power of Jesus
encounters people adamant and confirmed in evil, it emerges as the wrath
and anger of God. When Jesus encounters men and women suffering
because of human frailty, afflicted because they live and act in ignorance,
crushed because they live in a world alienated from God by sin, He moves
toward them with overwhelming compassion and mercy. The power of
God’s love flows in a healing way from His words and His touch, from even
the material things that touch Him.

Immediately following the Synagogue service, Jesus was invited to Simon
Peter’s house for the Sabbath meal, taken around 12:00 P.M. He came as a
guest. Already, the disciples had learned to bring their problems and
concerns to Him. They told Jesus that someone was sick in the household,
the mother-in-law of Simon Peter. As a guest, the very first thing Jesus did
was to go to the sick within the household. “He went over to her and grasped
her hand and helped her up, and the fever left her. She immediately began to
wait on them.” (Mk. 1:31) They had invited Jesus to their home to share the
Sabbath meal and they immediately received from Him a special blessing.
The anecdote of Peter’s mother-in-law gives all those healed by the Lord a
wonderful example. Gratitude should lead those restored to health to give
service to Jesus and His Church. Let us note, “She immediately began to wait
on them.” We are healed in order to serve!

With the setting of the sun and the end of the Sabbath, the people could
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legally carry the sick through the streets. They hurried to the door of Peter’s
house for they knew Jesus could be found there!

They brought Him all who were ill, and those possessed by demons.
Before long, the whole town was gathered outside the door. Those
whom He cured who were variously afflicted, were many, and so were
the demons He expelled. But He would not permit the demons to
speak, because they knew Him. (Mk. 1:32-35)

Mark teaches that this power of Jesus was not a power exercised in isolated
cases. The Power of Jesus possesses a universal characteristic and expresses a
Divine love and compassion toward all afflicted human beings.

Mark throws light upon a particular healing because of the extraordinary
nature of the illness. He relates the healing of a leper by Jesus. No physical
disease carried such terror or horrible consequences. Not only was he
inflicted, slowly disfigured and corrupted, but the leper became the living
dead — totally cut off from all social contact with other human beings.
Depending on the type of leprosy, an individual could suffer a horribly
progressive death lasting from nine — up to even thirty years. The rabbis
taught that it was easier to raise a man from the dead than to cure leprosy.
The Old Covenant could do nothing for the leper. It could only protect
society from him. It made him an outcast. We read in Leviticus:

The one who bears the sore of leprosy shall keep his garments rent
and his head bare, and shall muffle his beard, he shall cry out,
‘unclean, unclean!’ As long as the sore is on him he shall declare
himself unclean, since he in fact unclean. He shall dwell apart,
making his abode outside the camp. (Lev. 13:45-46)

Breaking the Law, a leper approached Jesus, kneeling down as he addressed
Him, “If You will to do so, You can cure me.” (Mk. 1:40) He knew Jesus had
the power to cure him. What he really asked was, “If you love me, You can
cure me.” Since the Law made him an outcast, in his own eyes he perhaps
felt himself an outcast of God. He was an unlovable man in the eyes of men.
It is so easy to project what we receive from men around us to God. Cer-
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tainly he doubted if God could love anything as unlovable as a leper. The
immediate response of Jesus was to stretch out His hand and touch him — the
untouchable. Jesus said, “Z do will it — Be cured.” In other words, ‘I do love
you.” The touch of love not only creates — it cures. Be firmly convinced that
only those who love can heal. Many do not have a healing ministry because
they do not “will to do so.” They do not love! It takes more than faith to
heal — it takes love for the afflicted. In this tender encounter, the love of
God, through the ministry of Jesus, demonstrates to the outcast, to the
lonely, to the alienated of society, that God cares for them.

It is an emotionally charged situation. Several of the words used in this
narrative express anger and violent action. It is interpreted that the anger is
directed toward the unclean spirit that has so reduced an image of God to
such an unlovable sight, to such a pitiable state. God not only loves man,
but hates all that destroys God’s loveliness in man!

Jesus instructed the man cured of leprosy, “Go off and present yourself to the
priest and offer for your cure what Moses prescribed. That should be a proof
Jor them.” (Mk. 1:44) Jesus did this to comply with the Mosaic Law and to
assure a proper interpretation of the miracle. The priest would recognize
this as a messianic sign. One had come who could heal the leper, as difficult
as raising a man from the dead. Surely, the reign of God had begun.

The miracles of this day — and those of His ministry — were misinterpreted.
The people saw in Jesus merely a miracle worker — not a Messiah or Savior.
They came to be freed from the evil effects of their sins rather than their
sins. They were looking for a healer not a Savior. They came to receive the
Gift of God without becoming involved with God. “As a result of this, it was
no longer possible for Jesus to enter a town openly. He stayed in desert places;
yet people kept coming to Him from all sides.” (Mk. 1:45)

Mark closes the twenty-four hours in the life of Jesus with: “Rising early the
next morning, He went off to a lonely place in the desert, there He was absorbed
in prayer.” (Mk. 1:35) St. Luke wrote: “He often retired to deserted places and
prayed.” (Lk. 5:16) Mark tells us that Jesus was “absorbed” in prayer. His
total being was absorbed in God. It was here He rested and nourished His
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soul and found His strength renewed to walk the arduous path God’s Will
marked out for Him — a path filled with so many disappointments,
difficulties, demands and frustrations. Simon and his companions managed
to track Him down, and when they found Him, they told Him, “Everybody is
looking for You!” Mark does not refer to this “everybody” as disciples. At
this point, the twelve were no different in their relationship, expectations
and hopes than the “everybody” else looking for Jesus. Our Lord said to
them, “‘Let us move on to the neighboring villages so that I may proclaim the
Good News there also. That is what I have come to do.’”’

[It was in prayer that Jesus found the power to accomplish this task.] So He
went into their synagogues preaching the Good News, expelling demons
throughout the whole of Galilee. (Mk. 1:36-39)

The Scriptures record the prayerful habit of Jesus to remind the members of
the Church that no matter how involved they may be in a ministry of service
to God or man, they must withdraw to be alone with God in prayer. The
man or woman too busy to pray is too busy just spinning wheels and not
going anywhere. Prayer is needed to recharge our batteries with Divine
energy and power. No person truly seeks the Kingdom of God unless he
often enters within his spirit to meet the Divine Guest who abides in the soul.
The Kingdom of God is within man. Teresa of Avila was fond of saying, “If
you do not enter into the Heaven that is within you, you will never enter into
the Heaven above you!”
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CHAPTER 4
SATAN, SIN AND SICKNESS
SATAN

The Scriptures come to us from people who lived two thousand or more
years ago. To read such works today with no reference to the theology or
psychology of the inspired authors is to fail to grasp fully the message
intended. To assist our understanding, we need to compare the ideas and
beliefs of these people with ours today. Many words and ideas, as
understood by us today, were seen by the Evangelists in a different light.
Many concepts have traveled unchanged through the centuries. We
sometimes have the tendency to dismiss concepts and ideas different from
our own as a product of primitive ignorance and superstition. The
presumption being that more ‘modern’ is more enlightened. Unfortunately,
some of our ‘scientific’ knowledge has been as enlightening as the findings of
the three blind men who expounded on the nature of the elephant after their
personal examination. Daily, we revise some scientific opinions because they
were based on too little evidence, too little light. Let us reflect now upon the
three ancient concepts of Satan, Sin and Sickness in order to enrich our
study of the Gospel.

The belief in evil spirits is indeed primitive and universal. Ancient texts
substantiate that men have always believed in the existence of unseen powers
that affect human lives and destinies. Men personalized these powers calling
them spirits — some evil and others good. When a belief is so ancient, so
universal and persistent for so many centuries, it is worthy of serious
reflection. It certainly expresses that something within the human
experience of mankind has sponsored and nourished the belief.

The Hebrews, along with the Roman Empire, were influenced by the well-
developed demonology of Mesopotamia or Babylonia. In Mesopotamia, the
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personal evils of life were attributed to the evil influence of demons. Their
number was almost without limit. The ancient literature contained large
numbers of demonic names. It was believed a sorcerer had to know the
name of the demon in order to counteract its evil influence. Many of these
ancient rituals were directed against a group of seven devils believed to
attack men. Demons were sometimes called the children of Anu, the god of
the sky. Demons haunted graves, lonely and deserted places especially at
night. Some spirits were believed to be good and were invoked against evil
spirits. These good spirits were represented as guardian genii at the gate of
temples and palaces.

Ancient men believed there to be personal forces of good and evil. They
divinized these powers. These two gods were conceived as warring against
each other. Some demons were worshipped as gods. Paul attributes all
pagan sacrifice to be offerings to demons and the eating of the sacrifice as a
communion with demons.

When the belief in demons passed into Judaism, the concept of the two
divine principles was unacceptable. The chief evil principle — Satan,
meaning “Accuser” or “Adversary” — was presented as a servant and creation
of Yahweh and obviously no friend of mankind. The Hebrews avoided any
reference that could possibly lead the Jews to believe that Satan was a being
independent of Yahweh or equal to Him. Sorcery and witchcraft were
forbidden in Israel because of theological implications. We do see that King
Saul consulted the witch of Endos. Having received no reply from God
through dreams of prophecy, Saul consulted this medium to recall the spirit
of Samuel. Samuel appeared and prophesied doom for Saul and his family.
Isaiah speaks of the satyrs, “demons of goatlike form dwelling in ruins” (Is.
13:21) and “lilith,” a female demon thought to roam about the desert. (Is.
34:14) Israel held a belief in demons but it was very much curtailed in the
Scriptures for theological reasons.

Scriptures affirm the presence of Satan and demons and their effect upon
men, but present a balanced picture. They do exist and they do affect men
and the world around them, but men have free wills and are responsible for
the good or evil they do! Paul says demons are responsible for false
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teachings. (iTim. 4:1) They are essentially lying spirits. They seek to take
the truth out of the hearts of men. Jesus identified Satan as a liar and
murderer. The Book of Wisdom attributes the presence of death in the
world to be the work of Satan — motivated by envy of mankind. The New
Testament presents him as the Prince of this World whom Jesus has
conquered by His life and death.

The Book of Revelation presents the popular belief about the origin of Satan
and his demons:

Then war broke out in Heaven; Michael and his angels battled
against the dragon. Although the dragon and his angels fought
back, they were overpowered and lost their place in Heaven. The
huge dragon, the ancient serpent known as the devil, or Satan the
seducer of the whole world, was driven out; He was hurled down to
earth and his minions with him.... But woe to you, earth and sea,
Jor the devil has come down upon you! His fury knows no limits, for
he knows his time is short. (Rev. 12:7-9,12)

We are told that Satan wars against those “who keep God’s commandments
and give witness to Jesus.” (Rev. 12:17)

Unless one desires to see Jesus as some Don Quixote tilting at windmills, one
must accept the presence of Satan and demons. The teachings of Jesus and
His angry reactions to insinuations of being in league with Satan can
certainly not be brushed aside by saying Jesus accommodated Himself to the
beliefs of the day. The reaction of Jesus was too violent to accept such a
solution.

The Christian Community does have a safe guide in matters of faith and
morals in the Bishop of Rome, the successor of St. Peter. Pope Paul, at a
General Audience on November 15, 1972, preached,

Evil is not merely a lack of something, but an effective agent, living,
spiritual being, perverted and perverting. A terrible reality...
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mysterious and frightening. To refuse to recognize the existence of
such a reality, or to regard the Devil as a principle in itself which
does not draw its origin from God, like every other creature, or to
explain him as a pseudo-reality, a conceptual and fanciful
personification of the unknown causes of our misfortunes, is contrary
to the teaching of the Bible and the Church.... For a correct
Christian understanding of the world, life and salvation, it is
important to recognize the real evil.... That it is not a question of
one Devil, but of many, is indicated by various passages in the
Gospel. But the principle one is Satan, which means the adversary,
the enemy; and with him many, all creatures of God, but fallen,
because of their rebellion and damnation; a whole mysterious world,
upset by an unhappy drama, of which we know very little. We know
many things, however, about this diabolical world, which concerns
our life, and the whole history of man.... From the fall of Adam, the
Devil acquired a certain dominion over them, from which only
Christ’s Redemption can save us. It is a story that is still going on.
He is the enemy number one — the tempter par excellence.... The
question of the Devil and the influence he can exert on individual
persons, as well as on communities, whole societies or events, is a very
important chapter of Catholic doctrine which is given little attention
today — though it should be studied again.

Men and women who have truly kept the Commandments of God and given witness to Jesus
know the reality of these spiritual forces from personal experience. The lives of great saints
(and they were the most sane of men and women) are filled with testimonies of personal
encounters with Satan and his demons (St. Anthony of the Desert, Catherine of Sienna,
Theresa of Avila, John Vianney the Cure of Ars). Satan is content to leave the rest of us in the
dark concerning his presence and power. If we have no spiritual life, we lack any true spiritual
vision — how can we “see” spiritual realities whether good or evil. If we lack faith, we are
doubly blinded. We cannot see ourselves, nor will we accept the vision of those who can see.
It is a comfort for us who accept the reality of these spirits to know that the Scriptures tell us,
“Resist the devil and he will flee from you.”
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SIN

In the Scriptures, many words express the concept of sin. One of the most
common is “ket” which means “to miss the mark.” It signifies a mistake in
judgment resulting in a failure to obtain a goal or objective. Sin rises from a
lack of knowledge, “My people perish for want of knowledge! Since you have
rejected knowledge, 1 will reject you.” (Hosea 4:6) Biblically, knowledge
implies union with God - to reject knowledge is to reject a personal
relationship with God.

When the Scriptures speak of ‘iniguity’ (awon), the word implies a deviation
or a distortion. By iniquity, reality becomes what should not be — what was
not intended by the Creator! ‘Guilt’ is the distortion which remains as an
effect or result of an imiquitous deed. Guilt is what remains after the
hurricane hits; after two cars collide. Scripture speaks of guilt being a
burden too heavy for men to bear, “For my iniquities have overwhelmed me;
they are like a heavy burden, beyond my strength.” (Ps. 38:5)

Several Hebrew words indicate sin as rebellion against Yahweh. Rebellion
involves a personal offense; for man purposefully severs his relationship with
God. According to Deuteronomy 5:9, man incurs the anger of God by his
rebellion.

Our first parents sinned because they sought what they did not possess: “to
be like gods knowing both good and evil.” The serpent led them to doubt
God’s love by suggesting that God held out on them. Adam and Eve desired
to substitute themselves for God in deciding what was good and evil. They
refused to depend on God who created them. They chose to depend on
themselves. They perverted the relationship that existed between creature
and Creator. It was a relationship not only of dependence, but of friendship.
By sin, the initiative is taken by man to withdraw from God. Man seeks to
hide and withdraw from God. The expulsion from Paradise was only what
man willed — to be separated from God. Separated from God, man can have
no access to the “tree of life.” Isaiah proclaims, “I# is your crimes that
separate you from your God.” (Is. 59:1) Genesis stresses that as man seeks to
build his life by himself, he only brings ruin and breakdown of society. As
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man seeks to build independently of God, he will often do so at the expense
of others — the small and weak! The Old Testament teaches that there is no
disaster or affliction in the personal lives of men or in nature which is not
attributed to the sin of man. Man’s fall in Chapter Three of Genesis is but
an introduction to the next eight chapters illustrating the destructive and
corruptive force of sin. Sin spreads until all flesh is corrupted and Genesis
records, “the desires of man’s heart are evil from the start.” (Gen. 8:21)

The Deluge, as recorded in Genesis, teaches that God punishes sin. Death is
the dominant result of sin. Each sin moves man further away from God, the
source of life — man dies a little each time he sins. Each sin makes man less
than he should be. The sins of Abemelech, David, and Ahab released forces
that ultimately destroyed them. For Ezekiel, sin is like rust, which eats into
a metal vessel. (Ez. 24:6) Jeremiah speaks of sin being engraved on the heart
like an inscription on stone. (Jer. 17:1) Yahweh asks, “Is it I whom they
hurt... Is it not rather themselves, and to their own confusion?” (Jer. 7:19) If
God prescribes laws and demands obedience, it is not for Himself but, as we
read in Deuteronomy, that man may have a prosperous and happy life.
(Deut. 6:24) Sin robs God of the glory that should be His in man. Sin
destroys not only man — but society. The world is worse for what we have
become because of sin. Reparation for sin demands atonement to God and
man!

Israel re-enacted the sin of Adam and Eve. The “original sin” of Israel was
its refusal to believe in God and to abandon itself to Him. They did not
desire to walk with God, but rather they desired a god to walk with them.
They wanted a god of their own hands — one made in their image and
likeness and controlled by them. Hosea writes of Israel:

There is no fidelity, no mercy, no knowledge of God in the land.
False swearing, lying, murder, stealing and adultery! (Hosea 4:2)

The Prophets proclaimed the fall of Israel as a necessary consequence of

national guilt. Sin releases the most destructive force of all — the anger of
God!
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The mystery of sin goes beyond the human world. Between God and man,
Satan has entered upon the scene. The appearance of the Temptor does not
change the basic teaching that man is responsible for his sins. There is never
any question that sin is a deliberate and willful act for which man must bear
full responsibility. Compulsions, neuroses and failures of society excuse no
individual from moral responsibility for his sins. We find no echoes in the
Scriptures of this “Psychiatric Folksong” written by Anna Russel:

At three I had a feeling of
ambivalence toward my brothers
And so it follows naturally
I poisoned all my lovers.

But now I'm happy; I have learned
The lesson this has taught;
That everything I do that’s wrong
Is someone else’s fault.

According to Jeremiah, sin rises from an evil heart rather than a sick mind.
RELIGIOUS LEGALISM

Dr. Glasser used to teach that we become sick by doing sick things. We do
not do sick things because we are sick! The penitential psalms teach that the
sinner experiences disaster until he repents and asks for deliverance. When
the voice of the prophecy grew silent in Israel, the concept of sin changed.
God no longer dealt personally with Israel due, no doubt, to the hardness of
their hearts. Sin took on an impersonal aspect. It was no longer seen as
destroying a personal relationship existing between God and man, but of
breaking a Law of God. It became an indirect offense against God. God
was no longer the loving Creator of mankind, but the Supreme Lawmaker.
Man gave obedience to those laws or suffered the consequences. It was all so
clear-cut and terribly dehumanizing for religion. The Law became Israel’s
fig leaf behind which it endeavored to hide its sinful heart from self and
God. With the rise to power of the Pharisaic Party in Israel, the Law truly
appeared to have replaced God. Legalism dominated the religious spirit of
the Jews. As the Law, an impersonal thing, became the supreme religious
guide and source of religious security and conscientious peace, religion itself
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became impersonal. Charity grew cold. Man’s relationships with each other
became as cold as the tablets on which the Law was written. Legalism makes
sin so much easier. It is easier to break a law than a friendship. It is easier
to pay a fine than reconcile oneself with an injured friend!

The Pharisees sought refuge and security in the Law. They taught that
perfection and righteousness came from a perfect observance of the Law as
interpreted by themselves. The Law became their God! All who did not
keep the Law were, ipso facto, clearly and manifestly sinners. Those who
observed the Law, as the Pharisees prescribed it, were the saints and
righteous. The sons of God! Judaism was no longer a religion of the Spirit,
therefore, it was no longer a religion with the spirit of love and life.
According to the Pharisaic measuring rod, all non-Jews were sinners and
damned because they failed to observe the law as interpreted by the
Pharisees. All Jews whose life styles made it impossible for them to fulfill
these Laws, namely the people of the land, were likewise branded as sinners
and reprobates.

St. Paul himself had been a Pharisee and lived by this doctrine until he
encountered Jesus Christ. Then Paul knew the Law had not brought him
perfection or righteousness but had led him to oppose God. His view of sin
deepened and he understood that sin was not an inherited human condition
— it was an enslaving condition that led men to do wrong even when he
wished to do right. He saw that the purpose of the Law was to prove men
sinners since no man could keep the whole Law and to break one law was to
be guilty of breaking the whole Law. He understood that Jews and Gentiles
alike were sinners and there was no escaping the power of sin in their lives
except by a personal return of men to God through Jesus Christ, the
appointed Savior of the World! Paul understood the need of Divine
Deliverance.

The rabbis of this time taught that God Himself could not and did not
forgive sin from free grace, but required every sin to be atoned for by
sacrifice or paid for by good works. It was their teaching and belief that a
sinner could not be forgiven by God until he had achieved merit by works of
the Law. Legalism created a terrible caricature of religion with evil

68



consequences; in those who could not keep the Law, it created a spirit of
hopelessness and religious despair; in those who kept the Law, it caused
spiritual pride and complacency.

With such a religious attitude dominating the minds and consciousness of
men, it is understandable that the attitude of Jesus toward sin and sinners
was revolutionary. Jesus was the return of the Spirit and personalism to
religion; the return of the Spirit of God’s love! Jesus had wide acceptance
among the people yet in the end He was rejected terribly and murdered.
Mark indicates the rejection of Jesus did not come from the people but from
the Jewish leaders. It centered around a clash between the spirituality of
Jesus and the spirituality of the Pharisaic Party. Pharisees were the most
powerful political and religious group in the land.

Beginning in Chapter Two, Mark presents five narratives in a row that
summarize the opposition of these Jews to Jesus. Perhaps these five
narratives originally existed together in the oral teachings of the Church as a
collection of stories illustrating why the leading Jews rejected Jesus. Many
men must have asked, “If Jesus was the Messiah, why did the leaders not
accept Him?” Perhaps we read here in Mark the Church’s answer to this
question....

JESUS AND THE SINNERS

The first narrative relates the cure of the paralytic and forgiveness of his
sins. It is such a well-constructed narrative that many scholars feel it is a
good example of the method by which the early Church argued against its
Jewish critics. For Jesus to heal the paralytic was normal behavior, but for
Him to directly speak of Himself as the Son of Man and to declare sins
forgiven, was not in character. These elements are more in keeping with the
Church after the Resurrection. The Church then clearly understood that the
death of Jesus had atoned for the sins and the Church had the mission to
preach the remission of sins and serve as ministers of reconciliation of sinners
with God. This ministry was fulfilled by the power of the Church to forgive
sins through the Holy Spirit and in the Name of Jesus. When Matthew
relates this narrative, he concludes with, “a feeling of awe came over the
crowd, and they praised God for giving such authority to men.” (Matt. 9:8) We
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study in the Gospel of St. John that the Resurrected Jesus imparted the
power to forgive the sins of men to the Apostles: “Receive the Holy Spirit! If
you forgive men’s sins, they are forgiven them; if you hold them bound they
are held bound.” (Jn. 20:22-23) A fuller explanation of this verse and the
power to forgive sins can be found in Lesson 22 of our study of St. John.
Even if Jesus did not forgive sins of men prior to His death, He certainly
declared a forgiveness of sins and a reconciliation with God through Himself.
Jesus could have forgiven sin in anticipation of His sacrifice on the Cross.
What is accomplished in time is always present before God! Jesus taught
that sin was the wandering of the son from the house of his Father and the
sinner had but only to return to the Father for forgiveness. He tells us that
there is joy in Heaven at the return of the sinner. This is indeed one of the
revolutionary teachings in religious history!

Jesus’ attitude toward sin and sinners certainly was the crux of His problem
with the Jewish leaders. It attacked their whole theology of religion. Their
life and power were constructed upon this theology. Jesus was shaking the
very foundation of their house. He threatened their position and security.
The acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah would demand a radical change — a
revolution in their religious life. We have only to look at the life of the
Pharisee Saul of Tarsus to see what accepting Jesus entailed for such people.

Mark pictures in this narrative the silent and internal opposition to Jesus
within the hearts of the Pharisees. In the light of their doctrine, they
considered the actions of Jesus blasphemous. They loocked upon Him as a
mere man. The logic of Jesus’ presentation that sin and sickness were the
two sides of the same coin, silenced and confused them, but did not convince
them. (The Jews considered all sickness the result of sin.) His teaching
kindled their wrath. But they felt they must wait until they had something
concrete to charge Him with, at which time they could give expression to
their pent up frustrations and hostilities. As we will see in the next four
narratives, they began to criticize and find fault with His behavior and that
of His disciples.

We often witness this same type of behavior in the lives of people around us.

When people are unhappy with an interpersonal relationship with another —
when they feel another has failed them, not lived up to their expectations,
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not given them their due or rejected them — they begin to pick and criticize
all the external actions of the other. Usually, it ends by destroying the
personal relationship, for few can stand the constant rejection and
punishment of not meeting up to someone else’s expectations of them.
Husbands and wives have driven their marriages apart by it; parents have
driven their children up a wall with it and, often, over the wall because of it.
Remember, these are projections of inner and unverbalized hostilities toward
others. There are two obvious signs that this is taking place in the life of a
person: first, when the actions of another upset us — which actions
previously, when our relationship was more satisfactory, had not bothered us
at all, or else was easily overlooked and excused; and the second, when the
anger we project toward another is irrational — in other words, is out of
proportion.

The first criticism directed against Jesus concerned the company He kept.

We read:
Another time, while He went walking along the lakeshore, people
kept coming to Him in crowds and He taught them. As He moved on
He saw Levi the son of Alphaeus at his tax collector’s post, and said
to him, “Follow me.” Levi got up and became His follower. While
Jesus was reclining to eat in Levi’s house, many tax collectors and
those known as sinners joined Him and His disciples at dinner. The
number of those who followed Him was large. When the scribes who
belonged to the Pharisee party saw that He was eating with tax
collectors and offenders against the law, they complained to His
disciples, “Why does He eat with such as these?” Overhearing the
remark, Jesus said to them, “People who are healthy do not need a
doctor; sick people do. I have come to call sinners, not the self-
righteous.” (Mk. 2:13-17)

Jesus reached out to touch those whom the Pharisees considered
untouchable. The Law demanded complete obedience. It demanded tithing
and many ritual acts. Men who failed to fulfill these legal prescriptions were
public sinners and, according to the Scriptures, to be avoided by the pious.
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Some men by their very profession were considered sinmers, such as tax
collectors, shepherds, domnkey-drivers, peddlers and tanners. It was
forbidden to eat with them for fear of becoming ritually impure. It was
forbidden to socialize with them for fear of becoming like them. The tax
collector was one of the most hated. He not only worked to collect the taxes
levied by the hated Romans, but used his power to rob the people while
enriching himself. When Jesus admitted such a one to His company of
disciples it shocked the Pharisees.

They were truly scandalized by the scene that followed. Levi immediately
brought his “sinful” friends to Jesus and Jesus sat down to a banquet with
them. Banqueting at table with others was a gesture of friendship toward
them. Jesus was offering, to these sinful people, His friendship — in truth,
He offered them reconciliation with God. He did not avoid the sinners as
prescribed by Law but sought them out as a shepherd seeks a lost sheep.

The attitude of Jesus toward sinners is God’s attitude! When the scribes
asked why Jesus accepted such people as table companions, they were
expressing their disapproval; they were implying that He was an irreligious
man, and warning His followers not to associate with Him. He defended His
action by defining His mission to be that of saving sinners. He appeared as
the Divine Physician healing the wounds of sin. Just as a good doctor does
not spend his time only with the healthy, but much of his time with the sick,
so Jesus must associate with sinners in order to save them. Jesus tried to
help His opponents understand that the rules that govern them did mnot, in
this case, govern Him. It is true that healthy people at times are forbidden
to associate with the sick having a contagious disease, but this restriction
certainly does not apply to the physician. Jesus told the Pharisees, “People
who are healthy do not need a doctor; sick people do. I have come to call
sinners, not the self-righteous.” (Mk. 2:17) All men are sinners and need
salvation. Many sinners are like sick people who suddenly die; medical
attention could have saved them but they believed themselves to be well. It
is not good to be ill, but in most cases it is better to be ill and know it than to
be ill and think yourself well. Spiritually, it is always a healthy situation to
be aware that you are a sick sinner. It should be a great comfort to know
you have the very best physician with the perfect remedy. He is always IN
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and never minds making a house call! In another place, Jesus warned the
Pharisees, “I tell you solemnly, tax collectors and prostitutes are making their
way into the Kingdom of God before you!” (Matt. 21:31)

In the next two narratives, the Pharisees direct their criticism against the
disciples of Jesus: they were failing to keep a prescribed fast and they were
reaping grain on the Sabbath. Since these men were disciples of Jesus, their
behavior reflected on Him. The criticism is indirectly aimed at Jesus. The
Law prescribed only one yearly fast but there was pious custom at the time
to fast twice weekly — on Monday and Thursday — in atonement for the sins
of Israel. During the fast, one was to take neither food nor drink from
sundown of one day until sundown of the following day. During the summer
months this was quite heroic.

Jesus defended the behavior of the disciples. He implied that a mew spirit
had entered into religion. His disciples were not to be measured and judged
by the old conventions — “No man pours new wine into old wineskins. If he
does so, the wine will burst the skins and both wine and skins will be lost. No,
new wine is poured into new skins.” (Mk. 2:22) Wineskins grow brittle in
time and fresh grape juice, as it ferments, would easily burst them. It would
later prove impossible for the Gentile Christian Church to express its
religious life through the ancient forms of Judaism. The new wine was the
religion of the Spirit and it could not be contained by a religion of legalism
or fear!

JESUS AND THE SABBATH

The fourth and fifth narratives deal with the problem of Jesus and the Jews
over the Sabbath. [Some are inclined to believe it also reflects the problem
of the early Christian Community with the Jews over changing the Lord’s
Day from the Sabbath to Sunday.] All four Gospel accounts emphasize that
Jesus’ attitude toward the Sabbath was a major cause of Jewish hostility
toward Jesus. In John, we have this accusation by the Jewish leaders, “This
man cannot be from God for He does not keep the Sabbath.” (Jn. 9:16)
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We read these two accounts in Mark:

It happened that He was walking through standing grain on the
Sabbath, and His disciples began to pull off heads of grain as they
went along. At this the Pharisees protested, “Look! Why do they do
things not permitted on the Sabbath?” He said to them, “Have you
never read what David did when he was in need and he and his men
were hungry? How he entered God’s House in the days of Abiathar
the high priest and ate the holy bread which only the priests were
permitted to eat? He even gave it to his men.” Then He said to
them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.
That is why the Son of Man is Lord even on the Sabbath.” (Mk.
2:23-28)

He returned to the synagogue where there was a man whose hand was
shriveled up. They kept an eye on Jesus to see whether He would heal him
on the Sabbath, hoping to be able to bring an accusation against Him. He
addressed the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand wup here in front!” Then
He said to them, “Is it permitted to do a good deed on the Sabbath — or an evil
one? To preserve life — or to destroy it?” [Jesus implied that they were
observing Him to see if He would do a good deed on the Sabbath, while in
reality they plotted and planned evil on the Sabbath.] At this, they
remained silent. He looked around at them with anger, for He was deeply
grieved that they had closed their minds against Him. [The rejection of
Jesus is not a light matter and it is not taken lightly by the Lord — it grieves
and angers Him!] Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” The
man did so and his hand was perfectly restored. When the Pharisees went
outside, they immediately began to plot with the Herodians how they might
destroy Him. (Mk. 3:1-6) They who criticized Him for healing a man on the
Sabbath now plotted on the Sabbath how to kill the Healer!

The Sabbath was a most important religious observance for Jews. As the
Book of Leviticus prescribed:

For six days works may be done; but the seventh day is the Sabbath
rest [Sabbath means rest], a day for sacred assembly, on which you
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shall do no work. The Sabbath shall belong to the Lord wherever
you dwell. (Lev. 23:3)

Keeping the Sabbath was not always understood in the same way. In the
early days of Jewish history, the emphasis was on a day of rest for man. It
was stressed in Deuteronomy 5:12-15 as a workless day for man and beast.
The theology of the Sabbath rested upon the teaching that God rested from
labor of creation on the seventh day as all was completed. The rabbis
granted that since men continued to be born and to die and therefore be
judged on the Sabbath, God did continue to actually work on the Sabbath.
In the time of Jesus, there was a complete change of emphasis. The Sabbath
was essentially a day dedicated to God and only incidentally a day of rest for
man. The rabbis enumerated thirty-nine forbidden activities that in essence
made men virtually a prisoner of the Sabbath. We have an example of how
ridiculous, but deadly serious, the Sabbath had become when men could be
accused of reaping a harvest by eating a few grains of wheat in a field.
When Jesus said, “the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath”
(Mk. 2:27), He stated the proper spirit of the Sabbath Law. He defended
Himself against the accusation of breaking the Sabbath by showing He had
the true spirit of the Law. He taught that men truly violate the Sabbath by
their refusal to do good to others on the Sabbath. The Gospel of John
carries the argument much deeper — Jesus’ work on the Sabbath is equated
with the work of the Father on the Sabbath, thus identifying the operations
of Jesus as Divine. Therefore, Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath! The changing of
the Sabbath to Sunday implies that the Lord has risen from rest and has
resumed His work of creation.

At the heart of the Jews’ problem with Jesus was their refusal to believe Him
to be the Messiah and their insistence that He was a mere man subjected, as
all others, to the Torah. “They had closed their minds against Him.” (Mk.
3:5) If they had been willing to see Him as the Messiah, they would have
expected His behavior to be exceptional and somewhat revolutionary. It was
expected that a Prophet like Moses would come and he would be a lawgiver.
We read in Deuteronomy:

And the Lord said to me... “I will raise up for them a prophet like
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We read these two accounts in Mark:

It happened that He was walking through standing grain on the
Sabbath, and His disciples began to pull off heads of grain as they
went along. At this the Pharisees protested, “Look! Why do they do
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never read what David did when he was in need and he and his men
were hungry? How he entered God’s House in the days of Abiathar
the high priest and ate the holy bread which only the priests were
permitted to eat? He even gave it to his men.” Then He said to
them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.
That is why the Son of Man is Lord even on the Sabbath.” (Mk.
2:23-28)

He returned to the synagogue where there was a man whose hand was
shriveled up. They kept an eye on Jesus to see whether He would heal him
on the Sabbath, hoping to be able to bring an accusation against Him. He
addressed the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand up here in front!” Then
He said to them, “Is it permitted to do a good deed on the Sabbath — or an evil
one? To preserve life — or to destroy it?” [Jesus implied that they were
observing Him to see if He would do a good deed on the Sabbath, while in
reality they plotted and planned evil on the Sabbath.] At this, they
remained silent. He looked around at them with anger, for He was deeply
grieved that they had closed their minds against Him. [The rejection of
Jesus is not a light matter and it is not taken lightly by the Lord — it grieves
and angers Him!] Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” The
man did so and his hand was perfectly restored. When the Pharisees went
outside, they immediately began to plot with the Herodians how they might
destroy Him. (Mk. 3:1-6) They who criticized Him for healing a man on the
Sabbath now plotted on the Sabbath how to kill the Healer!

The Sabbath was a most important religious observance for Jews. As the
Book of Leviticus prescribed:

For six days works may be done; but the seventh day is the Sabbath
rest [Sabbath means rest], a day for sacred assembly, on which you

74



shall do no work. The Sabbath shall belong to the Lord wherever
you dwell. (Lev. 23:3)

Keeping the Sabbath was not always understood in the same way. In the
early days of Jewish history, the emphasis was on a day of rest for man. It
was stressed in Deuteronomy 5:12-15 as a workless day for man and beast.
The theology of the Sabbath rested upon the teaching that God rested from
labor of creation on the seventh day as all was completed. The rabbis
granted that since men continued to be born and to die and therefore be
judged on the Sabbath, God did continue to actually work on the Sabbath.
In the time of Jesus, there was a complete change of emphasis. The Sabbath
was essentially a day dedicated to God and only incidentally a day of rest for
man. The rabbis enumerated thirty-nine forbidden activities that in essence
made men virtually a prisoner of the Sabbath. We have an example of how
ridiculous, but deadly serious, the Sabbath had become when men could be
accused of reaping a harvest by eating a few grains of wheat in a field.
When Jesus said, “the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath”
(Mk. 2:27), He stated the proper spirit of the Sabbath Law. He defended
Himself against the accusation of breaking the Sabbath by showing He had
the true spirit of the Law. He taught that men truly violate the Sabbath by
their refusal to do good to others on the Sabbath. The Gospel of John
carries the argument much deeper — Jesus’ work on the Sabbath is equated
with the work of the Father on the Sabbath, thus identifying the operations
of Jesus as Divine. Therefore, Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath! The changing of
the Sabbath to Sunday implies that the Lord has risen from rest and has
resumed His work of creation.

At the heart of the Jews’ problem with Jesus was their refusal to believe Him
to be the Messiah and their insistence that He was a mere man subjected, as
all others, to the Torah. “They had closed their minds against Him.” (Mk.
3:5) If they had been willing to see Him as the Messiah, they would have
expected His behavior to be exceptional and somewhat revolutionary. It was
expected that a Prophet like Moses would come and he would be a lawgiver.
We read in Deuteronomy:

And the Lord said to me... “I will raise up for them a prophet like
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you from among their kinsmen, and will put my words into His
mouth; He shall tell them all that I command Him. If any man will
not listen to my words which He speaks in my name, I myself will
make him answer for it.” (Deut. 18:17-19)

Regardless of rejection by the leaders, the popularity of Jesus continued to
grow:

A great crowd followed Him from Galilee, and an equally great
multitude came to Him from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea,
Transjordan, and the neighborhood of Tyre and Sidon, because they
had heard what He had done. In view of their numbers, He told His
disciples to have a fishing boat ready for Him so that He could avoid
the press of the crowd against Him. Because He had cured many, all
who had afflictions kept pushing toward Him to touch Him.
Unclean spirits would catch sight of Him, fling themselves down at
His feet, and shout, “You are the Son of God,” while He kept
ordering them sternly not to reveal who He was. (Mk. 3:7-12)

As we have seen in the cure of the paralytic, the Scriptures imply a relation-
ship between sin and sickness. Men believed that evil spirits caused sickness.
The Jews attributed sickmness to sin. The rabbis held a man could not be
cured of illness until he expiated his sins. In the Gospel of John, we read
that Jesus cured a man and warned him not to sin again lest something
worse befall him. In the case of the man born blind, Jesus said the blindness
did not result from the sins of the man nor of his parents. Jesus did seem to
imply that a relationship existed between sin and sickness. Some put forth
He did not really believe this, but accommodated Himself to the general
beliefs of the day. This implies the theory of sin causing sickness to be
erroneous. When mankind entered the so-called "Ernlightened Age,” he
certainly refused to believe that sin and Satan caused sickmess. With the
passing of time, men began to give second thought to the old theory. Many
men would agree that “sin” can cause sickness whether or not they are
willing to admit that evil spirits have a hand in illness.
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The theologian Paul Tillich writes,

Have the men of our time lost a feeling of the meaning of sin? Do
they realize that to be in the state of sin is to be in the state of
separation? Separation may be from one’s fellowmen, from one’s
own true self and/or from God.... Separation is another word not
only for sin, but for mental illness, for crime, for non-functioning,
Jor aggressions, for alienation — for death.

One of the leading medical men and psychiatrists of our day, Dr. Karl
Menninger, recently published a book called, “Whatever Became of Sin.”
He writes,

If there is more awareness, more sense of responsibility in the world
today, there will be less self-destruction. There is “sin” among us, in
us, called by various names.... Some sins have been forgotten,
repressed into uncomsciousness. The clinical process of
psychoanalytic “treatment” aims at penetrating and recovering this
material, bringing to mind previously repressed, nearly forgotten
offenses. Once these reminiscences, which entailed so much distress,
are made conscious and the guilt feeling attached to them realized,
both the offenses and the guilt can be more rationally dealt with.

Dr. Menninger understands that destructive tension is created by these
suppressed sins and the guilt from them. How does he suggest that this
destructive tension be dealt with?

The logical, reasonable, effective solution for tension reduction in
such a circumstance is to make atonement, as theology calls it, or
amends, as we say, by restitution, acknowledgment and revised
tactics.

There is no sweeping of it under the rug of unconcern! Dr. Menninger
continues,

My proposal is for the revival or reassertion of personal responsibility
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in all human acts, good and bad.... I believe that all evil-doing in
which we become involved to any degree tends to evoke guilt feelings
and depression. These may or may not be clearly perceived, but they
affect us. They may be reacted to and covered up by all kinds of
escapism, rationalization and reaction or symptom formation (usually
in a form of some psychosomatic illness).

These are the words of a man of science, after a half-century of dealing with
the mentally and physically ill.

Medical science operates on the principle that organic disturbance in the
body causes illness and ultimately death. Medical science seeks to cure the
illness by correcting the organic problem. It recognizes some patients are
physically sound, but mentally disturbed. This mental disturbance interferes
with the patients’ living a normal social life. Often it has been discovered
that psychic problems stem from some chemical imbalance within the
system.

Normal behavior can be achieved by remedying the chemical imbalance
within the system. For a long time, certain illnesses have been recognized to
be psychosomatic. Some physical illness results from mental disturbances
rather than from bacterial or viral infection. Modern scientists are
discovering, more and more, a connection between what goes on in the mind
with what goes on in the body. The mind of man is not to be equated with
the brain of man.

Dr. Wildis Penfield, a famous neurosurgeon, writes in “The Mystery of the
Mind” that he began his medical career believing the mind to be but a part
and extension of the brain, but, after many years of research, he came to see
that “the mind must be viewed as a basic element in itself,” distinct from the
brain. He writes,
The mind is aware of what is going on. The mind reasons and makes
new decisions. It understands. It acts as though endowed with an
energy of its own. It can make decisions and put them into effect by
calling upon various brain mechanisms. It does this by activating
neuron-mechanisms. This, it seems, could only be brought about by
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expenditure of energy.... There is no place in the cerebral cortex
(the brain) where electrical stimulation will cause a patient to believe
or to decide! The mind seems to act independently of the brain in the
same sense that a programmer acts independently of his computer,
however much he may depend upon the action of that computer for
certain purposes.

He declares that nothing discovered in the brain can explain the mind. “The
mind remains a mystery.” Dr. Penfield writes, after a professional lifetime
spent in trying to discover how the brain accounts for the mind.

For myself it comes as a surprise now to discover, during the final
examination of evidence, that the dualistic hypothesis (man is
composed of body and spirit) seems the more reasonable. What a
thrill it is, then, to discover that the scientist too, can legitimately
believe in the evident of the spirit! Where did the mind — call it the
spirit if you like — come from? Who can say? It exists!

Dr. Penfield adds, “No scientist, by virtue of his science, has the right to pass
Jjudgment on the faith by which men live and die.”

The mind, in effect, looms more prominently in the whole field of sickness
and health. Scientific research proves more and more the effect of the spirit
over the body. It has been stated by Doctor Barbara Brown in “New Mind,
New Body” that no scientific proof exists to show that the mind does not
control the entire operation of the body. She writes,

No experiment yet has proved that our minds do not control our
bodies. Quite the opposite: objective analysis of the mass of research
evidence literally explodes with undeniable signs of direction by the
mind.

It has been scientifically demonstrated that the mind has the power to
control the electrical activity of a single cell. The major medical problems of
our day are being tied more and more with the operations of the mind or
spirit. Cardiovascular disorders, cancer, rheumatoid arthritis, migraines,
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hypertension, arteriosclerosis, respiratory diseases are all mind or spirit-
related illnesses. Dr. Kenneth Pelletier, in his work “Mind As Healer — Mind
As Slayer,” offers much information that these major illnesses are stress and
tension-related. He writes,

The most important fact is that generalized, prolonged and unabated
stress places persons in a state of disequilibrium which increases his
susceptibility to a wide range of diseases and disorders.

Stress has a marked effect upon the balance of our biological makeup. It
can cause the suppression of antibiotics preventing cancer cell growth; it can
cause the release of glandular secretions destructive to the body causing
ulcers and arthritis. As research proceeds it becomes clear that a particular
personality type tends to get certain illnesses such as heart disease, cancer,
arthritis, etc. Dr. Pelletier writes,

Issues of personality and psychosocial factors always need to be
considered when serious illness occurs if it is to be treated effectively
and prevented from recurring.

Studies must be made on how an individual handles change, stress and
tension. People are programming themselves daily for certain illnesses.

The prophets of science are more and more proclaiming that we must see
man as a whole — a being well integrated biologically, psychically and
spiritually. They are calling for a holistic approach to medicine--when a man
is sick, the whole man must be treated — body and spirit. We are discovering
more and more that physical illness, which expresses itself in serious organic
breakdowns, can have a spiritual source.

Are we moving back to an old belief that certain spirits cause sickness? The
organic disease may be cured, but if the spiritual or mental disturbance is
neglected, it will only be a matter of time before a new illness develops or the
old returns. This spiritual influence can so dominate a person that it causes
resistance to any healing processes and ultimately produces the death of the
organism — human life. Perhaps this is why Jesus asked the man by the pool
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of Bethsaida, who had been sick for thirty-eight years, “Do you want to be
healed.” (Jn. 5:6) If proper spiritual or mental force can be brought to bear
on a sickness, it will not only hasten the effects of medical treatment, but at
times produce healing within the organism. Dr. Brown writes,

Many illnesses are psychosomatic, caused almost exclusively by
emotional distress and that faith and belief can relieve and
ameliorate the distress as well as, if not perhaps better than
chemical... the mind or the will can be just as effective in relieving
illnesses as... in causing illnesses... the will can affect and perhaps
correct disease processes of largely organic origin.... Mind-body is
not divided. Many sufferers suffer because of emotional deceptions,
and if so, they can recover the same way — faith can act as a
catalyst for the will power.

Experience suggests that there is a healing energy within the body that is
subjected to the spirit. Or, as Dr. Brown states, “It appears that mental or
psychologic energy is in some way transformed into physical energy.” This
energy can be released with marvelous results for physical well-being. This
releasing of healing energy remains a mystery, but its presence is being
verified by scientific study. Experience verifies that certain individuals can
transfer this energy from their bodies into the body of another resulting in
certain physical cures. In religious circles, we refer to such people as healers.
The greatest of healers, Jesus of Nazareth!

We must understand that spirit, sin and sickness are still very mysterious.
Our Lord indicates that in some cases there is a connection between personal
sin and sickness and in other cases there is no conmection between the
sickness and personal sin. Accumulating scientific data indicates more and
more a connection between the spirit of a person and sickness. Sickness is
not necessarily a result of an “evil” spirit, it is often a result of an ignorant
and unknowing spirit or a foolish and careless spirit. And the spirit is most
always the spirit of self! We need understanding and knowledge; we need
more light on the relationship between the spirit and the body. At times,
good people become ill simply because they cannot cope with the
environment they must live within, a personal world filled with stress,
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tension and evil. It is no small wonder — for God made man for a delicate
environment. Man was made for Paradise and not this veil of tears!

What is science trying to say to us in works like “The Mystery of the
Mind,” “New Mind, New Body” and “Mind as Healer — Mind as
Slayer?” If we substitute the equivalent word “spirit” for “mind,” the
message becomes clearer: The Mystery of the Spirit, New Spirit, New
Body, Spirit as Healer — Spirit as Slayer! It is but confirming the
ancient Scriptural message: A certain kind of spirit — call it dumb,
call it ignorant, call it foolish, call it evil — begets death! A new spirit
cannot only heal and create a new body, but create a New World!
Every spirit of man needs to hear those words of Jesus, “My son — my
daughter — your sins are forgiven.” (Mk. 2:5) Forgiveness of sins is a
Sfoundation for a new life!

Someone once wrote that the history of salvation is nothing other than the
tirelessly repeated attempts of God the Creator to draw man away from his
sin — and we might add — to draw him to life. In summary we can safely say,
for man to live without sin — in other words, to live in peace with self, his
neighbor and his God — is not just good sense, it can mean good health!



CHAPTER 5
THE NEW ISRAEL
INTRODUCTION

The mission of Jesus of Nazareth to preach the Gospel is summed up in these
words to Peter and his companions, “Let us move on to the neighboring
villages so that I may proclaim the good news there also. That is what I have
come to do.” (Mk. 1:38) His mission was evidently successful:

Jesus withdrew toward the lake with His disciples. A great crowd
Jollowed Him from Galilee, and an equally great multitude came to
Him from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, Transjordan, and the
neighborhood of Tyre and Sidon, because they had heard what He
had done. (Mk. 3:7-8)

These crowds may well have symbolized for Mark the future mission of the
Church. Jesus knew that popularity with the people was like the rising and
falling of the waves of the sea. John best expresses Jesus’ reaction to popular
support:

For His part, Jesus would not trust Himself to them because He knew
them all. He needed no one to give Him testimony about human
nature. He was well aware of what was in man’s heart.

(Jn. 2:24-25)

Mark indicates Jesus’ prudent caution in dealing with the crowd when He
ordered a boat to stand by “lest the crowd crush Him.” He was ready to
withdraw from them if their adherence to Him threatened or inhibited His
real mission. Jesus prudently conserved His life — no one was to take it away
from Him. When it was time, He would lay it down. There is a message of
prudence here to the Christian Community! The people professed support
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for Jesus but the leaders of the Jews “had closed their minds against Him,”
and were plotting and intriguing to destroy Him. As Luke writes, “They
became frenzied and began asking one another what could be done to Jesus.”
(Lk. 6:11) Already the death knell for Jesus was sounding in the land. His
time on earth was growing short. He must prudently act to insure the
success of God’s reign on earth, in order that the mission given to Him by
the Father would not die with Him, but would continue through the ages.
As always, Jesus sought His direction from the Will of God. Luke writes,
“Then He went out to the mountain to pray, spending the night in communion
with God.” (Lk. 6:12) Where else was there to turn? Luke indicates that in
this night of prayer, in this mysterious communion with His Father, the
Divine plan became clear. Jesus would establish a New Israel — He would
found His Church.

THE OLD ISRAEL

How well Jesus knew the history of His people and God’s dealing with them!
A people that was no-people — slaves in the land of Egypt with nothing to
recommend them to man or God. He whose eye is upon the sparrow chose
these people as His own. It was divine predilection flowing from the merciful
love of God. From the first book of the Old Testament, we see that the
People of God — called in Hebrew “gahal” — came into being by divine choice
and command. When the word “qahal” was translated into the Greek
Septuagent Bible, it was rendered “ekklesia” meaning “church” in English.
The true meaning of the word “church” is the Assembly of the People of
God. The Church can be in the desert, on a hill, by the sea, in a building or
in a hole called a catacomb. The Church is not brick and mortar, wood or
stone — the Church is a unique kind of people.

While they were in slavery, God called the Hebrews to Himself. He called
them to meet Him at Mt. Sinai. They responded to His word, but it was not
without monumental difficulties and hardships that they arrived at Sinai to
keep a Divine destiny. Even after leaving Egypt, it was an arduous three
months’ journey to Sinai. Three days after their arrival:
On the morning of the third day there were peals of thunder and
lightning, and a heavy cloud over the mountain, and a very loud
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trumpet blast, so that all the people in the camp trembled. But
Moses led the people out of the camp to meet God, and they
stationed themselves at the foot of the mountain. Mount Sinai was
wrapped in smoke, for the Lord came down upon it in fire. The
smoke rose from it as though from a furnace, and the whole
mountain trembled violently. The trumpet blast grew louder and
louder, while Moses was speaking and God answering him with
thunder. (Ex. 19:16-19)

When Moses came to the people and related all the words and the
ordinances of the Lord, they all answered with one voice, “We will
do everything that the Lord has told us.” Moses then wrote down all
the words of the Lord and, rising early the next day, he erected at
the foot of the mountain an altar and twelve pillars for the twelve
tribes of Isreal. Then, having sent certain young men of the ect.
Israelites to offer holocausts and sacrifice young bulls as peace
offerings to the Lord. Moses took half of the blood and put it in
large bowls; the other half he splashed on the altar.... Taking the
book of the covenant, he read it aloud to the people, who answered
“All that the Lord has said we will heed and do.” Then he took the
blood and sprinkled it on the people saying, “This is the blood of
the covenant which the Lord has made with you in accordance with
all these words of His.” (Ex. 24:3-8)

God spoke His words to Israel and they responded in faith to what they
heard. The response of faith unified them and they became one. The
assembly of God became a reality, the “qahal” — the Church — was born.
God responded by entering into a covenant with them. God prescribed a
sacrifice to ratify and confirm the covenant and to give visible expression
to the union of faith and the Hebrews’ submission to the Word of God.

In the times of religious crisis, these general assemblies of the people would
be convoked. As a result of the preaching of the first prophets, the qahal
was convoked under King Josiah, for the promulgation of the Book of
Deuteronomy. In 2 Kings we read:
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The King then had all the elders of Judah and of Jerusalem
summoned together before him. The King went up to the temple of
the Lord with all the men of Judah and all the inhabitants of
Jerusalem: priests, prophets, and all the people, small and great. He
had the entire contents of the Book of the Covenant that had been
Sound in the Temple of the Lord, read out to them. Standing by the
column, the King made a covenant before the Lord that they would
Sfollow Him and observe His ordinances, statutes and decrees with
their whole hearts and souls, thus reviving the terms of the Covenant
which were written in this book. And all the people stood as
participants in the covenant.

The King issued a command to all the people to observe the Passover
of the Lord, their God, as it was prescribed in that of the Covenant.
No Passover such as this had been observed during the period of the
kings of Israel and the kings of Judah, until the eighteenth year of
King Josiah, when this Passover of the Lord was kept in Jerusalem.
(2Kings 23:1-3/21-23)

Again we see, after the destruction of the first Temple and the years of exile,
those who returned from Babylon and were to rebuild the temple of
Jerusalem were convened in a third Assembly in which the entire Pentateuch
— the Torah — was read. The people fasted in sackcloth, covered their heads
with dust, “stood forward and confessed their sins and the guilty deeds of their
Jathers.” They entered again into a firm pact with Yahweh, putting it into
writing, which the princes, the Levites and the priests signed. Since there
was no Temple, no sacrifice could be offered, but the people celebrated with
a banquet:

Then all the people went to eat and drink, to distribute portions and
to celebrate with great joy, for they understood the words that had
been expounded to them. Ezra, the priest-scribe... said to the people,
“Do not be saddened this day, for rejoicing in the Lord must be your
strength!” (Neh. 8:12,9,10)
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These three solemn assemblies mark a progressive segregation of the People
of God, first from Egypt, then from the Canaanite people whose corruptive
and idolatrous practices they adopted, and finally within Israel itself, as it
separated itself as the faithful “remnant” from the rest of Israel. In the days
of Isaiah, the faithful remnant became identified with the Servant of
Yahweh. This faithful remnant will be gathered not only out of Israel, but
from the elect gathered out of the world. We read in Isaiah 49:3-6:

You are my servant, He said to me, Israel, through whom I show my
glory. Though I thought I had toiled in vain, and for nothing,
uselessly spent my strength, yet my reward is with the Lord, my
recompense is with my God. For now the Lord has spoken who
formed me as His servant from the womb, that Jacob may be brought
back to Him and Israel gathered to Him; and I am made glorious in
the sight of the Lord, and my God is now my strength! It is too little,
He says, for you to be My servant, to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and
restore the survivors of Israel; I will make you a light to the nations,
that My salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.

THE NEW ISRAEL

It was the Will of God that Jesus fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah. He would
select the final remnant and with them establish a New Israel. Mark relates,

He then went up the mountain and summoned the men He Himself
had decided on, who came and joined Him. He named twelve as His
companions whom He would send to preach the Good News; they
were likewise to have authority to expel demons. He appointed the
twelve as follows: Simon to whom He gave the name Peter; James,
son of Zebedee; and John, the brother of James (He gave these two
the name Boanerges, or “Sons of Thunder”), Andrew, Philip,
Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Thadaeus,
Simon of the Zealot party, and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Him.
(Mk. 3:13-19)
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When Luke speaks of Jesus going into the mountain for Communion with
God, he certainly recalls to mind Moses’ ascension into Mt. Sinai to speak
with God before the formation of Israel as the People of God. Jesus is more
than Moses. He is the living Mt. Sinai into whom God has descended.
Mark, placing Jesus upon the mountain and calling the Twelve to Himself, is
reminiscent of Yahweh calling the people to Sinai for the formation of the
First Israel. The calling of the Twelve was the birth of the New Israel. This
time there was no thunder, lightning and soul-shaking sounds. Jesus
established His covenant in love and not fear. Jesus gave a command to
hearts that responded to His love, He “summoned the men He Himself had
decided on, who came and joined Him.” They had been captured by His
spirit of love. The birth of the Old Israel and the birth of the New
demonstrates clearly the difference between the Old Covenant and the New
Covenant. The New Covenant was established through the Imcarnation of
the Son of God. The Incarnation, God made flesh, is the essence of Divine
Love. As expressed in the fourth Gospel, “God so loved the world that He sent
His only begotten Son.” All the activities within the life of Jesus express
Divine Love. Love is the power Jesus uses to draw men to God. If Jesus has
little effect upon the lives of most men, it is only because love has so little
appeal to men — men committed to lives of selfish fulfillment! How opposed
the Incarnate life of God’s Son is to that of mankind!

The men called by Jesus had already been led from Egypt, the slavery of sin,
by their repentance and belief in the Gospel. Jesus called them into a unique
personal union with Himself. Like the waves of the sea, the crowds would
come and go, but the Twelve must remain. They had to identify their lives
with Jesus. They would share in His agony and glory. The New Israel
consisted of people filled with faith in Jesus; people opened to receive and to
grow in the Spirit of Jesus — a people destined to become the incarnated
body of Jesus. Many minds filled with His truth, many lips preaching His
Gospel, many hands to serve, many feet to carry over unknown mountains
the Good News; many hearts to channel Divine Love into the earth and
thereby establish the Kingdom for the Glory of God! Many would become
one through faith and obedience. The One-in-many would be the Body of
Jesus — the Church. As the Father established the Old Israel, so now Jesus
established, with the call of the Twelve, the New Israel. It too, in a short
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while, would celebrate and seal the New Covenant with a sacrificial banquet.

In the Old Testament, the People of God consisted of Twelve families called
tribes. These families sprang from the twelve sons of Jacob whose name had
been changed to Israel. Jacob was the son of Isaac, who was the son of
Abraham. The descendants of Jacob’s twelve sons are called the Twelve
Tribes of Israel. We read that Moses erected an altar and twelve pillars at
Sinai for the twelve tribes of Israel, signifying that each of the Twelve Tribes
had entered into the Covenant with Yahweh. (Ex. 24:4) These Twelve Tribes
were the foundation stones of Israel. Jesus selected twelve men, symbolic of
the Twelve Tribes of Israel, as the foundation stones of the New Israel. When
the Book of Revelation describes the new Jerusalem, we read, “The wall of
the city had twelve courses of stones as its foundation, on which were written the
names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.” (Rev. 21:14) Jesus declared to
these Twelve:

I give you my solemn word, in the new age when the Son of Man
takes His seat upon a throne befitting His glory, you who have
Jollowed Me shall likewise take your places on twelve thrones to judge
the Twelve Tribes of Israel. (Matt. 19:28)

Some believe this refers to the members of the New Israel.

The Twelve were Disciples and Apostles, but they were more than Disciples
and Apostles. We see that others in the New Testament were referred to as
Apostles. The Twelve formed a unique and elite group around Jesus, to
whom He entrusted His mission and power, “Who hears you, hears Me, and
he who rejects you, rejects me. And he who rejects me, rejects him who sent
Me.” (Lk. 10:16) “I assure you, whatever you declare bound on earth shall be
held bound in Heaven, and whatever you declare loosed on earth shall be held
loosed in Heaven.” (Matt. 18:18) As Moses had been the acknowledged leader
among the Twelve Tribes of Israel, Peter was the accepted leader among the
Twelve. Jesus had said to him,
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I for my part declare to you, you are “Rock” and on this rock I will
build My Church, and the jaws of death shall not prevail against it.
I will entrust to you the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.

(Matt. 16:18-20)

It was Jesus who gave Simon the name Peter, “Rock”. The word signifies the
type of rock used for the foundation of a building. The word “Church” in
this text represents the Hebrew “Kahal,” the sacred community of Israel.
The metaphor used by Jesus clearly implied that Peter has a leadership in
the Church not shared by the others. Peter is mentioned much more
frequently in the Gospel than any other Disciple, which indicates there was
special interest in him in the Gospel traditions. Jesus told Peter,

Simon, Simon! Remember that Satan has asked for you, to sift you
all like wheat. But I have prayed for you that your faith may never
Jfail. You, in turn, must strengthen your brothers. (Lk: 22.31-32)

The unique role of the Twelve is illustrated when the Eleven were faced with
the sad task of replacing Judas, who had betrayed the Lord by handing Him
over to the Jewish leaders, and who then later betrayed himself by suicide.
It is a striking tribute to the historical fidelity of the Gospel that the presence
of the traitor among the Twelve is so frankly disclosed. It was considered
essential by the Eleven to replace Judas:

Peter stood up in the center of the brothers; there must have been a
hundred and twenty gathered together. “Brothers,” he said, “the
saying in Scripture uttered long ago by the Holy Spirit through the
mouth of David was destined to be fulfilled in Judas, the one who
guided those that arrested Jesus. He was one of our Number and
he had been given a share in this ministry of ours.... It is written in
the Book of Psalms.... May another take his office. It is entirely
fitting, therefore, that one of those who was of our Company while
the Lord Jesus moved among us, from the baptism of John until
the day He was taken up from us, should be named as witness with
us to His resurrection.” The choice fell to Matthia, who was added
to the Eleven Apostles. (Act. 1:15-26)
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The replacement of Judas was indispensable so that the image of the New
Israel might be found in the infant Church. According to the Acts, it was
the unique responsibility of the Twelve to testify that the Risen Jesus was the
same Jesus with whom they had closely lived.

According to Mark, the appointment of the Twelve was for a two-fold
purpose: (1) that the Twelve may enjoy close relationship with Jesus, (2) that
Jesus might send forth the Twelve to preach and to have authority to cast
out demons. The Apostolic Commission to go forth and proclaim the Gospel
is not given until Chapter Six. Mark intends, by this, to suggest an interval
during which the Twelve are in intimate contact with Jesus.

Jesus made the Twelve responsible for the continuation of His mission.
Christianity is a community from its very conception and foundation. Jesus
continues in community. In the Christian Community, Jesus comes to us,
“Where two or more are gathered in My name I am with you.” Jesus
established an interdependence among His disciples. The identification of
Jesus with the community is so strong, that to be cut off from the
community is to be cut off from Jesus. When Paul persecuted the Church,
Jesus asked him, “Why are you persecuting Me?”

From the selection of the Twelve, we see that the Christian Community is
composed of divergent individuals. The Lord loves variety. The Twelve
chosen by Jesus were naturally as adhesive as Jews and Arabs today. There
was Matthew who lived outside the Law as a hated tax collector serving the
Romans — and Simon, who belonged to the Party of the Zealots, a group
fiercely dedicated to the observance of the Law and committed to violence in
order to free Israel from foreign rule. There was impetuous and imprudent
Peter, and cautious and legalistic James. There was ambitious James and
John who were not beyond manipulating their mother to achieve their goals.
We see a doubting and uncertain Thomas and a divided and avaricious
Judas. For a community to exist, composed to such men, demanded they
rise above themselves. These Twelve lives could not be centered upon their
own Twelve lives, but upon the one life and Person — Jesus. Jesus called the
Twelve to Himself. He invited them to follow Him. This demanded that
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they keep their eyes on Him and forget themselves. Whenever they took
their eyes off Him — their fellowship or community deteriorated. They
fought among themselves as to whom was the greatest. They even carried
their squabbles to Jesus and asked,

“Who is of greatest importance in the Kingdom of God?” (With
infinite patience) Jesus called a little child over and stood him in their
midst and said, “I assure you, unless you change and become like
little children, you will not enter the Kingdom of God. Who ever
makes himself lowly, becoming like this child, is of greatest
importance in that heavenly reign.” (Matt. 18:1-4)

Jesus turned their eyes from themselves to Him, for He was like the little
child. During the Last Supper, the old fight over who was greatest broke out
again. This time, Jesus put a picture before their eyes which they would
never forget. He got up from the table, and got on His knees and, as a slave,
washed their feet. He told them,

If I washed your feet — I who am Teacher and Lord — then you must
wash each other’s feet. What I just did was to give you an example:
as I have done, so you must do. (Jn. 13:14-15)

Again, He brought their eyes back to Him, the source of Christian
Community.

Each person has his own will, his own vision, his own ambitions, his own
needs. Of necessity, at times they will conflict and contradict those of others.
If these people form a community, there may be tensions. When one has to
submit his will to another, it often causes frustration, anger and depression —
and in the dominant party indifference, pride and selfishness. Such
ingredients do not make a Christian Community. A Christian Community
is formed when men and women honestly seek to know the Will of God and
seek to accomplish it. When their eyes are upon Jesus, they will discover
that their minds and hearts are not only one with His, but one with the other
members of the Community. This is the material from which Heaven is
made, and needless to say, the secret of true Christian marriages.
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As for the Apostles, we do see from Acts that they learned the lesson of
Christian Community and were able to teach others. We read:

The community of believers were of one heart and one mind. None
of them ever claimed anything as his own; rather, everything was held
in common. With power the Apostles bore witness to the Resurrection
of the Lord Jesus, and great respect was paid to them all...

(Acts 4:32-33)

Scripture mentions little about the Twelve after this. It is believed they
remained in Jerusalem until driven out by persecution begun by Herod
Agrippa. Tradition tells us that Peter went to Antioch and later to Rome.
James remained in Jerusalem as Bishop and later was replaced by Simon.
Thomas went to India, John to Ephesus, Philip to Egypt, Bartholomew to
Aremia, Matthew to Ethiopia, James the Lesser to Syria, Andrew to Asia
Minor. They fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: “I will make you a light to the
nations, that My salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.”

With the choosing of the Twelve, the foundation of the Church was begun.
In the subsequent months Jesus would continue to build His Church by the
formation of His Disciples. The actual birth of the Church occurred at
Pentecost with the sending of the Holy Spirit into the believing community,
implying that the very life of the Church flows from its soul — the principle
of its life — the Holy Spirit. Truly, all the good and godly works of the
Christian Community are the effects and fruits of the Holy Spirit active
within the Christian people. The members of the Church are but God’s
docile and willing instruments for God’s work in this world and for the
extension of His Kingdom. God willed to save the world through Jesus
Christ. He willed to achieve His will on earth through the operations of the
human nature of man. From the life of Jesus, we see this was accomplished
by the Holy Spirit working in and through Jesus. According to the Divine
Decree, the humanity of Jesus was essential for the carrying out of the Divine
Plan. In a sense, we certainly can say the continuation of the Divine Plan for
the salvation of the world depends upon the Mystical Body of Jesus — the
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lives of each and every member of the Church. The normal means used by
God, in this moment in time, to establish His Kingdom on earth is the
Christian Community — you and me! We are the living arteries through
which the Divine Blood, Divine Power and Energy flow into this world. It is
all an overwhelming mystery, but it is profound truth! When we
understand, there is a Divine dependence upon us, you and me, it puts an
entirely mew light upon our lives and the time of our life. We become
sources of Divine Light, Love and Life!

Christians must struggle all their lives in order for the Holy Spirit to operate
through and in their lives. We all know from bitter experience that only too
often the spirit of self dominates our activities. At times, we fail to realize
that we have come under the influence of the Evil One and his spirit
dominates our activities. We can falsely appear as an Angel of Light. Many
delude themselves into believing good operates within them, but, in reality, it
is but self — or worse — Satan! Father Judge, the Founder of the Missionary
Cenacle, said to the Cenacle Members in 1922,

I put to each and every one of you this question — How much are you
under the influence of the Holy Spirit? Or again, how much are you
under the influence of the Evil Spirit? This is a question that is
ignored almost entirely by people, even the most devout. It is a pity
that there is not more fear of the devil.... Therefore, my dear
children, I counsel you: in no particular thing of moment, no,
nothing outside the ordinary, in another, for example, that concerns
your spiritual welfare, act on your own blind judgment, lest later on
you find that the Evil Spirit has made use of sentiment, certain
human emotions, of some kind of deceit either to entrap you, or to
make you a tool in some of his horrid works, or to gain some power
over your soul.

In the life of Jesus, such never occurred. His every thought, word, deed and
omission manifested the Holy Spirit of God. Jesus was

the refulgence of eternal light, the spotless mirror of the power of
God, the image of His goodness, the pure effusion of the glory of
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the Almighty. (Wis. 7:25-26)

When we understand the sources of the activities of Jesus, we understand
how terrible and blasphemous is the scene now related by Mark,

He returned to the house with them and again the crowd assembled,
making it impossible for them to get any food whatever. When His
SJamily heard of this they came to take charge of Him, saying, “He is
out of His mind,” while the scribes who arrived from Jerusalem
asserted, “He is possessed by Beelzebub,” and, “He expels demons
with the help of the prince of demons.” (Mk. 3:20-23)

THE UNFORGIVABLE SIN

Mark first indicates the continued acceptance of Jesus by the people and
then records the negative reactions of two other groups. The first relates the
reaction to Jesus by the people from back home. The Greek word used in
Verse 21 can mean “followers,” “neighbors,” “friends,” “parents” and other
“relatives.” Who is meant is not certain. It probably implies His relatives
from Nazareth. The nicest thing to be said about them is that they were
concerned over the way He neglected His health. We read that the situation
was such that, at times, it was impossible for Him and His Disciples to eat.
The reports of Jesus’ activities and behavior disturbed His family and
friends back home. For thirty years, Jesus lived the quiet and holy life of a
pious young Jew. His life gave no appearance that He was an extraordinary
character or a divinely appointed agent of God; men judge by appearances.
Until the moment of His baptism, there was nothing that would have set
Him externally apart from His fellow man. John the Baptist confessed that
he had been unable to recognize Jesus as the Messiah until His baptism. The
life of Jesus totally changed with the coming of the Holy Spirit. When the
reports of His behavior reached Nazareth, His relatives reacted in a human
way, displaying their disbelief in His Divine Mission. Jesus summed up the
situation with these words, “4 prophet is not without honor except in his own
home.” John recorded in the Fourth Gospel, “Not even His brothers had
much confidence in Him.”

95



The relatives of Jesus desired to dominate Him — to take charge of Him in
order to control His activities. Their attitude indicated a lack of sympathy
for His aims and purposes. Some commentators believe that saying His rela-
tives considered Him mad is a little too strong. Being insane was equivalent
to being possessed by a demon. The same expression used in this narrative is
likewise found in Acts: “ds Paul went on defending himself in this way, Festus
interrupted with a shout, ‘Paul you are mad! And your great learning is driving
me mad!’” (Acts 26:24) Perhaps the best interpretation in the present
passage would be that the relatives of Jesus believed Him to have lost His
reason, and a proper sense of reality. Indeed their attitude was sinfully
directed against the Son of Man. Perhaps Jesus spoke of their sin when He
said blasphemies against the Son of Man would be forgiven. It is excusable,
to a point, to fail to recognize the dignity of the One who hides Himself
under the humble appearance of a man, but the blasphemies uttered by the
scribes are another matter.

The scribes who arrived from Jerusalem asserted, “He is possessed by
Beelzebub, and He expels demons with the help of the prince of demons.” (Mk.
3:22) It is generally accepted that Beelzebub (Beelezbul) is equated with
Satan. “Beelzebul” appears to be a corruption of the Hebrew word
“Baalzebub” found in 2 Kings. There we read:

After Ahab’s death, Moab rebelled against Israel. Ahaziah had
Jallen through the lattice of his roof terrace at Samaria and had
been injured. So he sent out messengers with the instructions: “Go
and inquire of Baalzebub, the god of Ekron, whether I shall recover
Jfrom this injury.” (2Kings 1:1-2)

The pagans of Ekron worshipped “Prince Baal” — the name “Baalzebub” was
a Hebrew derisive alteration of “Prince Baal” meaning “god of the flies” or
“god of dung.” When we know the meaning Beelzebub carried, we
understand even more how offensive and evil the scribes’ accusation was
against Jesus.

96



When the scribes of Jerusalem asserted that Jesus was possessed by
Beelzebub and expelled demons with the help of the prince of demons, they
were not saying that Jesus was a helpless victim possessed by a demon, but
that there was a willful alliance — a partnership — between Jesus and Satan.
They asserted that healings and exorcisms performed by Jesus, flowed from
the power of Satan and of themselves were evil fruits — sinful deeds. This
was a total perversion of reality., The works of the Holy Spirit were
identified as evil and the works of Satan as good. Satan was at work in the
scribes. Mark indicates this terrible perversion flowed from the scribes
“closing their minds to Him” or, as another translation reads, because of their
“hardness of heart.” TFor the ancients, the heart was the seat of
understanding. This expression means intellectual blindness — a result of sin
into which men are led by the supernatural forces of evil. Our Lord’s
attempt to cure such blindness was all part of His struggle against the forces
of evil. This may explain Jesus’ anger when He encountered their “hardness
of heart” — their closed minds. A frequent complaint of the Old Testament
Prophets was that the Word of God, which was meant to bring life and
salvation, was so misunderstood and rejected because of sin and ignorance,
that the Word of God became, in actual fact, an instrument of judgment
and condemnation. (Is. 29:13) The scribes had completely closed their minds
to the light of truth. Darkness became their light! Here, we have the answer
to the question proposed by Jesus in the Fourth Gospel: “If your light is
darkness, how dark will the darkness be?” The goodness of Jesus’ activities
manifestly revealed the action of the Holy Spirit. To stand before these
extraordinary and visible holy deeds and call them works of Satan was a
deliberate denial of the power and presence of the Spirit of God. Jesus
defined such a sin to be a blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.

The rabbis often declared certain sins so heinous that those who committed
them “have no part in the world to come.” We read in the Mishnah
Sanhedrin:

These are those who have no part in the future world: he who says,
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“There is no resurrection from the dead;” he who says, “The Torah
is not from God,” and the heretics.

Scholars are not at all certain how seriously were intended these statements.
Some believe it was a way of warning men against a too great trust in God’s
mercy, rather than a fixed limitation on the forgiveness of God. From the
Christian standpoint, the one absolutely heinous sin is blasphemy against the
Holy Spirit. For Jesus decreed,

“I give you My word, every sin will be forgiven mankind and all the
blasphemies men utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy
Spirit will never be forgiven. He carries the guilt of his sin without
end.” He spoke thus because they had said, “He is possessed by an
unclean spirit.” (Mk. 3:28-30)

Perhaps we have in this passage, the early Church’s teaching about who will
be excluded from the Kingdom of God — those who blaspheme the Holy
Spirit. The opponents of Jesus admitted the supernatural origin of Jesus’
works. To the mind of the early Church, the failure to attribute these works
to God, but rather to Satan, resulted from a conscious and deliberate
opposition to God. He who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit has identified
himself so completely with the Kingdom of evil, that for him evil is good,
ugliness beauty and falsehood truth; and so the workings of the Holy Spirit
appear to him as madness.

According to Dr. Vincent Taylor:

The sin is not any sin against the Holy Spirit, not even a railing
judgment uttered in anger or ignorance; nor is it simply the
deliberate rejection of better light, with full knowledge that it is
light. It is a perversion of spirit which, in defiance of moral value,
elects to call light darkness.

Against the charge of the scribes, Jesus defended Himself with parables. He
summoned them and said to them:
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How can Satan expel Satan? If a kingdom is torn by civil strife, that
kingdom cannot last. If a household is divided according to loyallties,
that household will not survive. Similarly, if Satan has suffered
mutiny in his ranks and is torn by dissension, he cannot endure; he
is finished. No one can enter a strong man’s house and despoil his

property unless he has first put him under restraint. Only then can
he plunder his house. (Mk. 3:23-27)

Jesus indicated the deeds performed by Him are exactly opposite of those of
Satan, who causes madness, terror and disease. If the activities of Jesus were
attributed to Satan, Satan would be working against himself — setting one
subject against another and destroying his own kingdom. Whatever he may
be, Satan is not stupid. But the real fact is that the scribes were witnessing
the robbing and plundering of Satan’s kingdom. “The Strong One” — Satan
— had been overcome by a Stronger One — Jesus of Nazareth. This implied
that Jesus won an initial victory in the desert when He confronted Satan —
the exorcisms and healings were a follow-up and a result of the desert
victory!

Jesus’ strong reaction and defense of the Holy Spirit reveal another story,
the great love in the heart of Jesus for the Holy Spirit and His desire that His
disciples have great devotion and reverence for His Presence and Power.
Father Thomas Judge said to the early Cenacle Members,

Doesn’t it follow that if the Lord is so unrelenting in punishing sins
against His Holy Spirit, surely He will be most generous to those
who cherish a love for the Holy Spirit? You cannot think a good
thought unless it be given you by the Holy Spirit. St. Paul said,
“No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except in the Holy Spirit.”

The Holy Spirit has everything of which we feel the lack whether it be
spiritual or corporal. You need the Holy Spirit because you have needs that
are spiritual and corporal. You have great spiritual aspirations. You desire
perfection. You desire to do much for Jesus. You seek health. The Holy
Spirit is as wonderful in the body as in the soul. He is the Finisher and
Perfecter. There is neither a tint nor a fragrance of a beautiful flower, but it
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has been placed there by the Holy Spirit. He ripens the harvest. He gives
form and shape and beauty and health to the body. The Holy Spirit is so
disposed to listen to the innocent and pure of heart and those who love Him.

TRUE BRETHREN OF JESUS

In his next narration, Mark reveals the requirement for membership in the
New Israel. Mark relates:

His mother and His brothers arrived, and as they stood outside they
sent word to Him to come out. The crowd seated around Him told
Him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside asking
Jor you.” He said in reply, “Who are my mother and my brothers?”
And gazing around Him at those seated in the circle He continued,
“These are my mother and my brothers. Whoever does the Will of
God is brother and sister and mother to me.” (Mk. 3:31-35)

Whenever the Scriptures mention the “brethren of Jesus,” it causes difficulty
for certain Christians. As Catholics, we believe in the Perpetual Virginity of
the Mother of Jesus. We do not believe that Mary had other children. To
many, this belief appears contrary to the Scriptures. Those who accept the
doctrine of the Virginity of Mary argue that the Greek word, “adelphos” has
a meaning wider than blood brothers. The word certainly would apply to
half-brothers and probably to cousins and other relatives. St. Epiphanius
taught that the brothers and sisters of Jesus were children of Joseph by a
previous marriage. This was held by many Fathers of the Church, such as
Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Eusebius, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose and
Cyril of Alexandria. St. Jerome believed these brothers and sisters to be the
cousins of Jesus. The Anglican biblical scholar, Bernard, states:

It is difficult to understand how the doctrine of the Virginity of
Mary could have grown up early in the second century if her four
acknowledged sons were prominent Christians, and one of them
Bishop of Jerusalem. The earliest Christian Traditions confirm
that Mary was only the Mother of Jesus. Without reference to
Tradition, it would be uncertain whether these men were blood
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brothers, half-brothers or cousins. For anyone to conclude from
such references that Mary was definitely their mother would indicate
a dishonesty or ignorance. Without a knowledge of Church
Tradition, the most honest statement would be that the degree of
kindred is uncertain! It is interesting to note that although the
evangelists mention the brethren of Jesus, Jesus alone is referred to
as the Son of Mary.

As we studied in our Introduction to Christian Discipleship, we have in this
narrative the material used to create the Greek literary form called a
“chria.” A “chria” is a short, pointed saying with a general application. It is
occasioned by a definite person responding to a definite situation with a
quick, sharp thought. It grabs attention and stimulates thought because of
its brevity and depth. In a sense, the thought expressed in the chria surprises
the mind and encourages meditation. We read in St. Luke’s Gospel: Jesus
was told, “Your mother and brothers are standing outside and they wish to see
you.” But he said in answer, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear
the Word of God and act upon it.” (Lk. 8:20-21)

This is a good example of how we can get lost in the illustration and miss the
point of the lesson. The point is not that Mary had other children, or that
Jesus’ mother and brothers were being rejected by Jesus. The real point of
the text reveals the kind of men and women who comprise the New Israel.
We know the Jews believed that they would inherit the Kingdom of God
because they were the natural descendants of Abraham. Their Jewish blood
made them God’s people. Jesus teaches that membership in the Kingdom of
God is not based upon blood relationship — being members of the same race
as the Messiah. Not even those closest to the Messiah, His mother and
brethren, could depend upon their natural relationship to Jesus to insure
them a place in God’s Kingdom. The early members of the Church knew
themselves to be the brothers and sisters of Jesus, regardless of their ethnic
background, for Jesus had said, “Whoever does the Will of God is brother and
sister... to me.” (Mk. 3:35) St. John expressed this truth in the Prologue to
the Fourth Gospel:

He was in the world, and through Him the world was made, yet the
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world did not know who He was. To His own He came, yet His own
did not accept Him. Any who did accept Him He empowered to be-
come children of God. These are they who believe in His name —

who were begotten not by blood, nor carnal desire, nor by man’s
willing it, but by God. (Jn. 1:10-13)

When Jesus said, “Whoever does the Will of God is brother and sister and
mother to Me,” He proclaimed that love of God is essential for membership
in the New Israel. Our love may be colored by emotions and feelings, but
essentially, it is an operation of the will. We have often been taught that we
reveal who we love by whose will we freely accomplish. Unfortunately,
experience usually testifies that we love ourselves more than we love God or
any other person. It is impossible to separate ourselves from our wills. A
human being experiences his individual identity in terms of his will. A
man’s personal existence is identical with his capacity to express his will in
the world. One is what one wills! Will always demands a choice; a choice
means a sacrifice. We must be willing to give up something in order to will.
Many men today cannot exercise their wills because they canmot bring
themselves to give up any of their options. They were never trained to make
sacrifices. External circumstances and the pressures of needs drive the ship
of their lives. They never truly feel alive. They never feel the true joy of
being. If you wish to destroy the personality of a child or prevent the child
from realizing a unique personality, never let the child make a “will”
decision. Decide everything for the child. You will destroy the child’s
chances of ever being a true Christian. Where will be the power to “do the
Will of God?”

No human being can relinquish the right to will without, in time, ceasing to
be a human being. Even when we obey the will of another, we must freely
choose to obey that will. For our obedience to be healthy and virtuous, it
must flow from a willed decision on our part.

At times, freedom of will is not consciously apparent in that we seem to have
so little control over the day-by-day doings of our lives. Yet, do you not
suspect the opposite to be the truth? The will may be so in command of our
lives that nothing, not even God’s grace, can touch us. Perhaps once a thing
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is willed to be, it will be until consciously unwilled. It is like a lock that has
been secured and, without the proper key, will never be altered. The will
goes beyond conscious awareness. A conscious awareness that once aided the
will to make a decision may no longer be present, but the willed decision
remains and determines present activities. To change many present
conditions, the forgotten willed decision must be discovered and unwilled.

The Will of God is no mystery. Jesus defines this will when the multitude
asked Him,

“What must we do to perform the works of God?” Jesus replied,
“This is the word of God: Have faith in the One whom He sent.”
(Jn. 6:28-29)

“Whoever puts faith in Me believes not so much in Me as in Him
who sent Me.” (Jn. 12:44)

My doctrine is not my own; it comes from Him who sent Me. Any
man who chooses to do His will will know about this doctrine —
namely, whether it comes from God or is simply spoken on my own.
(Jn. 7:16-17)

For man, the Will of God is to believe in Jesus Christ — The Word of God.
As St. Luke writes, “Hear the word of God and act upon it.” (Lk. 8:21) 1t is an
obedient faith — in other words, a loving faith that constitutes a person as a
true member in the Kingdom of God. Of such men, the remnant of God’s
People is composed.

It is because loving-faith is of the essence of Christianity, that being a
Christian is a very lively and enriching experience. It calls us to life from the
very essence of our being — we must choose, not only daily but hourly, to be a
Christian — “To hear the Word of God and put it into practice.” 1t is our free
loving choice to do God’s Will that forms and creates us, in heart and spirit,
as true brothers and sisters of Jesus — Children of our Heavenly Father!
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CHAPTER 6
MYSTERIES OF THE KINGDOM
INTRODUCTION

When Mary Magdalen encountered the Risen Jesus, she cried out,
“Rabboni” — meaning, “My dear Teacher.” This title the rabbis often gave to
God. Mark, more than any of the Evangelists, beheld Jesus as our ‘Dear
Teacher.’ For Mark, it was characteristic of Jesus to teach. He taught in the
synagogue, in the Temple, on the hills, by the sea — from a boat. Mark
relates that Jesus taught the people because He had compassion for them.
Even when Jesus was not teaching, it is customary, in Mark, for the disciples
to refer to Him as Teacher.

From the beginning, Mark teaches that Jesus was not like any other teacher.
He did not teach in the same manner as the rabbis. His words carried the
authority and power of a prophet of God. In His very first miracle, Jesus
spoke and shook the kingdom of darkness. His very command compelled a
demon to surrender his control over the soul of a man. Purposefully, Mark
ties this miracle with the first sermon given by Jesus. Mark desires his
readers to realize the power of the words of Jesus. All His miraculous deeds
testify to the power inherent in Jesus’ words. In the cure of the paralytic,
Jesus dramatically demonstrates the power of His word to forgive sin by
healing the man by a single command.

The teachings of Jesus moved men. Men gave up everything to be His
disciples. Crowds flocked to Him, hemmed Him in on every side, hungry to
hear His words. Men could not be indifferent to Him. Indeed they were not.
Many were offended and scandalized by what He taught. They refused to
believe Him. According to Luke, they were in a frenzy over Him. Disbelief
reduced the miraculous activity of Jesus, but it did net curtail His teaching:
“And He went about... among the villages teaching.” He persevered in
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teaching until the very end. At His arrest in the Garden of Gethsemani, He
said to the arresting soldiers:

You have come out to arrest me armed with swords and clubs as if
against a brigand. I was within your reach daily, teaching in the
temple precincts, yet you never arrested me. (Mk. 14:48-49)

The final word spoken to Jesus by an apostle was ‘Teacher.” “He [Judas]
then went directly over to Him and said, ‘Rabbi!’ and embraced Him.” (Mk.
14:45) 1t was as teacher He went to His death!

Jesus spoke to real people in a realistic way. People related to what Jesus
said, for He taught them with word pictures drawn from the experiences of
daily life. His teaching was so simple and clear that at times a child could
understand it and at other times, His illustrations demanded a serious
reflection in order to discover the meaning. Some truths are mot easily
grasped. Jesus endeavored to express abstract ideas in a concrete fashion.
For instance, a scribe expressed this abstract idea: “To love our neighbor as
ourselves, is worth more than any burnt offering or sacrifice.” (Mk. 12:33)
This same concept Jesus expressed in this concrete fashion,

If you bring your gift at the altar, and there recall that your brother
has anything against you, leave your gift at the altar, go first to be
reconciled with your brother. And then come and offer your gift.
(Matt. 5:23-24)

Jesus takes religious truth and discovers what in nature or the practical lives
of people represent this truth or is similar to it. For example, the concept of
God, the Divine Being, He referred to as your “Father in Heaven;” the
attitude toward a sinner He described as a Good Shepherd seeking a lost
sheep.

Apparently, Jesus saw not only a comparison or similarity between the
natural order and the supernatural order, but He beheld a real kinship and
affinity between them. There is a spiritual order and there is a natural order
of things. Both proceed from the same divine source. The natural order
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that is more familiar to us can give us true insight and illumination into the
realm of the spirit. Jesus needed no artificial illustrations for teaching the
truths about the Kingdom, for it was indeed like the processes of nature and
man’s life. The Church teaches that the supernatural builds upon the
natural. They are not opposite poles, but rather one is the foundation of the
other — one is the Alpha and the other is the Omega.

A good teacher not only makes his message clear, but keeps the capabilities
of his listeners in mind. The story is told about a great Greek philosopher,
one of whose disciples translated his beautiful and lofty thoughts into
picturesque and simple language for the common man to understand. The
great philosopher was exceedingly angry and dismissed the disciple from his
company. He deemed the masses as being unworthy of his thoughts and
ideas.  Jesus picturesquely described these masses as, “Sheep without a
shepherd,” and He had compassion upon them and He taught them.

One of the true evils of life is to live in darkness without truth. Again, Jesus
described us as the blind leading the blind and everyone falling into the pit.
Many evils and much suffering result, not because of ill will, but from
ignorance. One is appalled at the ignorance of some parents in the handling
of young people and the damage and tragedies resulting from this ignorance.
The Lord knows that if we are going to sink our money and time into raising
chickens, we would endeavor to learn the best way to raise a chicken.
Having babies does not qualify a person to be a real mother or father.
Having children and raising children are not the same thing. At times, so
much suffering can be avoided by parents and children if the parents only
understood some of the fundamental principles of child growth and
development. One example: a child moves from a total, positive dependence
upon his parents to a negative dependence, during which time the child
expresses, unconsciously, his dependence upon his parents, but consciously
expresses his need for independence and uniqueness (which is God given) by
rejecting parental ideas, control, etc. If the parents can recognize that what
is being experienced is not truly a rejection of them or their love, regardless
of the emotional feelings expressed or involved, but a healthy assertion of
growth and development, the parents can handle many of the situations
arising with a sense of humor and a bit of common sense. Someone once
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said, “Jesus blessed children and taught adults.” Anna Freud once said that
most adolescents do not need psychological help, but most of their parents
do. Not to deprecate the time spent on educating children, one must realize
that adult education today is even more important than child education.
Almost seventy-five years ago, Father Judge, the Founder of the Missionary
Cenacle Apostolate, said:

The laity is a sleeping giant that must be awakened and enlightened.
An enlightened laity is the hope of the Church — it will save the
Church!

THE PARABLES

Jesus taught religious truths to men of flesh and blood. As was common
with the rabbis of His time, He reached His audience with parables. Jesus
was a man of His times, speaking the language of His people. A parable is a
heavenly thought in earthly cloth. The Creator of parables artistically took
an abstract truth and clothed it in images of daily experience. At simplest, a
parable is a comparison of a spiritual truth with a fact in nature. “Behold
the birds of the air, they neither sow nor reap.” It has its literary foundation
in the Jewish “mashal” — a method of teaching that presents truths in the
form of similes, metaphors, stories or riddles. The basic idea is probably
that of comparison. A moral or spiritual truth is compared with the affairs
of daily life on the assumption that what applies in the one sphere is relevant
also in the other. The parable intends to simply manifest a truth. It catches
the hearer’s attention, but creates enough uncertainty as to its meaning to
stimulate thought and meditation. It puzzles people and provokes them
into reflection leading to enlightenment. Where the mashal or parable was
used to provoke reflection, it was considered necessary for the uncovering of
truth. (An obscure parable is an exception.) The general intent was to
reveal truth and not conceal it. It was not created to be read — but heard,
through to the end. As a whole, it would convey a truth. A typical parable
presents one single point of comparison: “The Kingdom of Heaven is like a
buried treasure.” The details within the parable are not intended to have
independent significance. This distinguishes the parable from the allegory.
The essence of an allegory is that it must be interpreted point by point and
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every single item in an allegory must represent something else. Allegory has
been called description in code. In an allegory, we must ask what does each
person, thing or event in the story represent.

The parables of Jesus arose from concrete situations within His life. Each
was uttered during a vivid, living situation. They were created in conflict
situations and used to correct, reprove, defend and attack. A parable calls
for an immediate response in the hearer. They were often used in conflict as
an art form for dangerous encounters. Bringing unpleasant truths to certain
people can be dangerous. We have two examples of this in the Old
Testament with Jotham in Judges and Samuel in 2 Kings. We have a good
example in the New Testament when Jesus spoke to the chief priests and
Pharisees about the Wicked Tenants of the Vineyard. (Matt. 21:33-46)

In the parables, we hear the authentic voice of Jesus. The parables have
been called “a fragment of the original rock of tradition.” (J. Jeremias) They
transport us into the daily life of Palestine in which Jesus lived. Much
scholarly research has gone into trying to discover the pure (as Jesus uttered
them) parables in order to hear again His authentic voice. This is a
complicated task. Between the time Jesus spoke the parables and they were
written down, they lived as missionary preachings, liturgical assemblies and
Christian instructions in the Christian Community. The Church collected
and arranged the parables according to subject matter and created settings
for them. As the parables passed from the Palestinian environment into a
Greek-Roman world, some of these parables became allegories.

The parables are like little jewels, capturing the radiance of the Gospel.
Jesus never tired of expressing the heart of His message in constantly chang-
ing images — a mustard seed, a pearl, a net, a lost coin, a lighted lamp, a
vineyard, a banquet, a wedding, lilies in a field, or birds in the air. Some of
the essential themes expressed in the parables of Jesus: the presence of the
Kingdom of God and its new order, the mercy of God for sinners, the
coming judgment, the requirements of discipleship, the Passion and the
necessity for an immediate personal response to the Gospel — are the original
themes in the teachings of Jesus. The early Church conserved these themes
and brought them to the Gentile world. In these parables, the Church
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perceived a meaning for its own life not explicitly stated in the original
parables. Fr. John McKenzie feels that a search for the original parables as
Jesus uttered them could be deceptive. In his opinion, one does not recover
Christian teaching in a purer and finer form by removing the teaching from
its content in the life of the Church.

The parables are works of art, possessing imaginative and poetic qualities.
All serious works of art have meanings beyond that of original conception.
For those who have “ears to hear,” the parables will speak to them of their
own living circumstances. Their messages may be fruitfully applied to all
sorts of new situations never contemplated when originally created. Needless
to say, a proper understanding of the original meaning of the parable aids a
proper application in new situations.

Although Mark, more than any other evangelist, emphasizes Jesus’ role as a
Teacher, he seldom relates the teachings of Jesus. We are told that Jesus
taught, but we seldom hear what He taught. The only lengthy samples of
His teachings are related in Chapters Four and Thirteen and possibly in
Chapter Seven, verses one through twenty-three. It is highly possible that
Mark intends this section in Chapter Four as a summary<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>