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Repent and Believe in the Authority of Jesus
“The people [in the synagogue] were astonished at [Jesus’] teaching, for he
taught…[with] authority.”1 Perhaps we’re wondering, What was it about Jesus’ teaching that
astonished them so much? Mark didn’t provide any details about the content of Jesus’ teaching;
we’re simply told that He taught and that they were astonished. And that’s the style of Mark’s
Gospel. He doesn’t typically offer many details; he keeps the action moving at a quick pace.2
On the one hand, Mark’s point in this Gospel passage isn’t so much the content of Jesus’
teaching, as much as his point is to establish Jesus’ authority to teach. On the other hand, Mark
doesn’t need to elaborate on what Jesus was teaching in the synagogue on that particular sabbath.
We need only read a few verses before and recall what Jesus preached to us last Sunday, in the
first words of His ministry in Galilee: “Repent, and believe in the gospel.”3
+++
In last week’s homily, I preached that to repent is more than just being sorry for our sins
and making a good confession. To repent is “to change one’s mind”; to go in a different
direction.4 Repentance is leaving behind our sins,5 and moving in the direction of following
Jesus.6 Repentance means turning away from the unclean spirits that all of us attach ourselves
to, and allowing the authority of Jesus to drive them out of us. I don’t mean that we are all
possessed by unclean spirits, as was the man who came into the synagogue on that sabbath.7 I
mean that all of us, in our own ways – big or small – allow ourselves to be attached to various
unclean spirits. We allow unclean spirits to have some kind of authority over us, and those
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unclean spirits cause us to resist following Jesus and to resist moving toward the holiness of
God.8
+++
St. Teresa of Ávila, a 16th-century Spanish Carmelite nun, mystic, and Doctor of the
Church, wrote about her own experience of dealing with unclean spirits.9 She warned that the
assaults of the unclean spirits come with our own consent; that “[unclean] spirits keep us in
[fear], because we expose ourselves to [their] assaults…by our attachments” to our sins.10 She
learned that by trusting in the authority of Jesus – rather than in our own power – we do not have
to fear the unclean spirits. From then on, whenever she saw the unclean spirits, she “was never
again afraid of them – on the contrary, [she was amazed that]11 they seemed to be afraid of [her].
…[And] with…authority over them, given by the Lord,” the unclean spirits were nothing more
than flies that she could shoo away.12 The lesson for us is that unclean spirits are afraid of us
when we do not fear them.13
+++
One of the ways in which we turn away from unclean spirits and reduce our fear of them
is to turn them over to the authority of Jesus by making good, regular confessions. I preached
last week that hearing confessions is one of my favorite things about being a priest. It’s inspiring
for me and strengthens my faith when I witness disciples following Jesus in a very concrete way:
repenting of their sins and believing in God’s mercy and forgiveness. Allowing me, as a priest,
to call on the authority of Jesus to forgive their sins through the words of absolution.
Another one of my favorite things about being a priest is celebrating the Mass and, in
particular, a point in the Mass called the Epiclesis.14 That is the moment when I extend my
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hands over the offerings, the altar server rings the bells, and I call down the Holy Spirit upon the
bread and wine, so “that they become the Body and Blood of…our Lord Jesus Christ.”15
+++
A couple years ago, at the start of a new seminary year, Bishop Liam Carey of the
Diocese of Baker in Oregon, preached to us at Mount Angel about the Epiclesis. He called all of
us seminarians to be “Men of Epiclesis.” To be disciples who are committed to calling down the
Holy Spirit – not just in the Mass – but in all parts of our lives. To be disciples who call on the
authority of Jesus to drive out the unclean spirits.
In between those times of making a good confession, and in between those times when
we gather together for Mass, all of us are called to be – all of us can be – “People of Epiclesis.”
To be disciples who are committed to calling down the Holy Spirit in our lives. To help us turn
away from unclean spirits that tempt us, and trust in the authority of Jesus to drive them out.
This can be as simple as calling down the Holy Spirit: to help us say words of blessing and
encouragement, when we are tempted to speak with the unclean spirit of cursing or anger.16 Or
calling down the Holy Spirit: to help us keep quiet, when we are tempted by the unclean spirit of
gossip. Or calling down the Holy Spirit: to help us resist any other kind of vice or bad habit,
when we are tempted by the unclean spirit of addiction or impurity.
+++
My friends, the battle plan is simple: call down the Holy Spirit and allow the authority of
Jesus to drive out the unclean spirits. The execution, however, can be difficult: because we rely
on our own power. Or we give up trying to resist the unclean spirits because of our attachments
to them, or because we get confused, discouraged, or exhausted. Following Jesus takes effort on
our part, and it takes commitment and it takes recommitment – again and again.
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Today – and each Sunday – and every day – Jesus calls us to recommit to following Him.
To repent by turning away from the unclean spirits. To believe that we can call on His Holy
Spirit to drive out the unclean spirits. Jesus calls all of us to repent and believe and then to allow
ourselves to be astonished and amazed by His authority!
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