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Freedom from a troubling spirit 
by John Pilch 
Middle Eastern cultures and indeed a large part of the ancient and modern world 
believe in spirits, good and bad. The West has allowed science and particularly the 
medical sciences to explain instances of “human beings possessed by spirits” in a 
different way. This makes the Gospel reading for this Sunday difficult for many to 
accept and appreciate. From a Middle Eastern perspective, the meaning of the story 
is very plain. 
 
It is not the unclean spirit and the possessed man that trouble Jesus’ audience. 
These were common in their world. They are disturbed because Jesus is acting 
totally out of line with his status. This artisan from Nazareth dares to teach “as one 
having authority” in the synagogue. Who gave him authority to teach? 
 
As the listeners puzzle over Jesus’ behavior, his teaching, and his manner of 
teaching, a man possessed by an unclean spirit interrupts the setting by shrieking. 
Our ancestors in the faith believed that spirits were more powerful than human 
beings but less powerful than God. Spirits readily interfered (or intervened) in 
human life, sometimes benevolently, sometimes capriciously, and sometimes 
malevolently. They had power to control human behavior. 

 
The spirit who possessed the man is central in this 
story because he knows Jesus’ identity far better 
than Jesus’ compatriots do. Imagine that! He knows 
Jesus is “the Holy One of God.” But much to the 
amazement of the people, Jesus is not controlled or 
cowed by this spirit. Instead, Jesus shows that his 

power is stronger than that of the troubling spirit. Jesus commands it to come out of 
the man, and it does! 
 
The people now have an answer to why Jesus teaches “with authority, and not as 
the scribes.” Clearly, Jesus possesses powers stronger than those of ordinary human 
beings. Authority was a major problem for Jesus’ contemporaries. No one denies 
the mighty deeds of power that Jesus performs.  
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What troubles them is the source of his authority. Is it God? (Mark has already told 
this to his listeners and readers a number of times.) Or is it the world of the other, 
lesser gods and spirits? 
 
The people in Capernaum have not yet decided. This, however, is very clear: Jesus 
of Nazareth, a poor layman – not a religious leader – has authority and effective 
power to do what he does. He behaves honorably: he frees this one from a 
troubling and tormenting spirit. And this is why Mark concludes by noting: “At 
once his reputation began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.” 
 
This final note affects the status of both Jesus and the healed man. The gossip 
network proclaims a new status for Jesus (teaches with authority; has power over 
unclean spirits) that contrasts with his status “of Nazareth.” It also restores the man 
now released from the power of unclean spirits. He can reclaim his rightful place in 
the community. 
 
The Western tendency to rationalize the ancient understanding of spirits is rooted 
in the fact that we have much more power over our lives and circumstances than 
the ancients believed that they had. Today’s reflection invites us to consider how 
wisely or imprudently we use whatever influence or power we have. 
 
Preparation in Epiphany 
We have entered the fourth week of the Epiphany season in which the Light of 
Christ’s life and birth spreads through the calling of disciples and Jesus’ 
proclamation of the Reign of God. Household worship can take place anywhere 
but it is most appropriate at a dining table, coffee table, or home altar. The color of 
Epiphany is a deep green. If you have access to greens, let these mark your place of 
household prayer. Anglican spirituality holds that all the senses can disclose God’s 
presence – not just texts for speaking or singing. Do you have incense? Then burn it 
as you pray, letting your prayer rise with the fragrant smoke. Should you have an 
image or icon of Christ’s public ministry, let this holy artifact be present at prayer 
(many such images can be found with a Google search and then printed).  
 
Tuesday, February 2: The Feast of the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple 
Readings: Malachi 3:1-4; Psalm 84; Hebrews 2:14-18; Luke 2:22-40 
Collect: Almighty and ever living God, we humbly pray that, as your only-begotten 
Son was this day presented in the temple, so we may be presented to you with pure 
and clean hearts by Jesus Christ our Lord; who lives and reigns with you and the 
Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
 
If a link in this service is not live on your device, copy it and paste it into your 
browser. 
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Acclamation 
Make the sign of the cross as you say, 
(+) Blessed be the Triune God  
whose light shines throughout the world. 
And blessed be God’s kingdom of peace,  
now and forever. Amen.  
 

 
Collect 
Almighty and everlasting God,  
you govern all things both in heaven and on earth:  
Mercifully hear the supplications of your people,  
and in our time grant us your peace;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord,  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
One God, forever and ever. Amen. 
 
The Word of God for the Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany 
The Gospel is the primary reading of the day and should always be read. It follows 
after a reading from the Hebrew Scriptures, a Psalm, and a reading from the early 
church. The first three scripture texts can be found here: 
http://www.lectionarypage.net/YearB_RCL/Epiphany/BEpi4_RCL.html 
 
Deuteronomy 18:15-20 
 
Psalm 111 
Listen to this beautiful setting of the psalm by Claudio Monteverdi 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8DTjQqgbWQU&feature=emb_logo 
 
Hallelujah! 
I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart, * 
in the assembly of the upright, in the congregation. 
 
Great are the deeds of the Lord! * 
they are studied by all who delight in them. 
 
The Lord’s work is full of majesty and splendor, * 
whose righteousness endures forever. 
 
You, O God, make your marvelous works to be remembered; * 
you are gracious and full of compassion. 
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You give food to those who fear you; * 
you are ever mindful of your covenant. 
 
You have shown the people the power of your works * 
in giving them the lands of the nations. 
 
The works of your hands are faithfulness and justice; * 
all your commandments are sure. 
 
They stand fast for ever and ever, * 
because they are done in truth and equity. 
 
You sent redemption to your people; 
you commanded your covenant forever; * 
holy and awesome is your Name. 
 
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; * 
those who act accordingly have a good understanding; 
your praise endures forever. 
 
1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

 
Mark 1:21-28 
Read the Gospel aloud slowly.  
 
The Holy Gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ  
according to Mark. 
Glory to you, Lord Christ. 

 
Jesus and his disciples went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he 
entered the synagogue and taught. They were astounded at his teaching, for he 
taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. Just then there was in 
their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, and he cried out, “What have you to 
do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, 
the Holy One of God.” But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of 
him!” And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came 
out of him. They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is 
this? A new teaching—with authority!  
 
He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” At once his fame 
began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
Praise to you, Lord Christ. 



	 5 

The Prayers 
Let us pray to the Lord who is gracious and full of compassion. 
Silence 
 
Let us pray for all people in their daily life and work; for our families, friends, and 
neighbors, and for those who are alone. Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
 
Let is pray for this community, our troubled nation, and the world; for all who 
share in the work of justice and peace; and for all who are creating and 
administering life-saving vaccines. Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
 
Let us pray for all who are sick or suffering [say their names aloud]; for the victims 
of poverty, hunger, fear, and racial injustice. Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
 
Let us pray for all who are in danger, sorrow, or any kind of trouble; for 
parishioners, social workers, nurses, counselors, and many others who minister to 
the sick, the friendless, and the needy. Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
 
Let us pray for the peace of Christ’s Church here and throughout the world; for our 
Buddhist, Daoist, Jewish, Muslim, and Sikh neighbors; for all who seek God with 
sincere hearts; and for all who proclaim the Gospel of Peace with their lives. 
Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
 
Let us pray for all who have died in the communion of Christ’s Church, and those 
whose faith is known to God alone [speak their names aloud]; that, with all the 
saints, they may have rest where there is no pain or grief, but life eternal. Silence. 
Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer. 
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The Lord’s Prayer 
As our Savior has taught, we are bold to say,  
 
Our Father in heaven,  
hallowed be your Name, 
Your kingdom come,  
your will be done, on earth as in heaven. 
Give us today our daily bread. 
Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us. 
Save us from the time of trial,  
and deliver us from evil. 
For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours, 
now and forever. Amen. 
 
Concluding Collect 
Holy God,  
you gather the whole universe into your radiant presence 
and continually reveal your Son as our Savior. 
Bring healing to all wounds, make whole all that is broken, 
speak truth to all illusion, and shed light in every darkness, 
that all creation will see your glory in Christ Jesus, 
who lives and reigns with you and Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. Amen. 
 

Blessing 
May Christ, the Son of God, be manifest in you,  
that your lives may be a light to the world;  
and the blessing of God Almighty,  
(+) the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  
be among you, and remain with you always. Amen. 
	

 
Thanksgiving at table 
Use this prayer whenever you gather for a meal this week 
 
O good and gracious God, 
we praise you for the light of Christ 
that shines in our midst. 
Receive our thanks for the gifts of this table 
and strengthen us with your love 
that we may be steadfast witnesses to your light in the world.  
Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen.  
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