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There are at least two kinds of creatures that can be found among wild animals in their native habitats. The 
majority of them are called non-territorial which simply means that they move around their home areas among 
all the other animals—including those of the same species—without making any effort to threaten or drive out 
the others.  But then there are the “territorial” types, which refers to those creatures who have a natural instinct 
to be masters of their own physical space.  And even though they are only a minority of the animal kingdom, we 
see examples of them all the time…displaying behaviors that are meant to chase away all others who would 
threaten to encroach upon an area. It can be as simple as a dog urinating on a tree or a skunk releasing a scent 
or a bird shrieking loudly.  Or it can be more complicated like a white tail deer scraping the bark of a tree or a 
wolf howling.  Or it can be even more complicated like a fish changing color or a bird pretending to attack by 
swooping and diving, or a mammal that makes threatening gestures or behavior that is intended to make it look 
more ferocious or larger than it actually is.  Interestingly, though, for most territorial animals about the last thing 
they want to do is engage in actual combat, because that is much more dangerous and uses up a great deal 
more energy.  It is much more efficient to merely present as scary and to hope that the others get the message 
and slink away. 

We human beings seem to be a very curious mixture of territorial and non-territorial depending upon the 
situations that we find ourselves involved with.  There are times and places when we are willing to put up with 
having people around us in close quarters—even people that we find annoying and bothersome—if we believe 
that it is in service of a greater good, such as flying on a plane to Phoenix for the Super Bowl.  And there are 
other occasions when we can get very testy or even violent in defense of our personal space, such as a favorite 
hunting or fishing spot, or even a place in a checkout line or a lane of traffic. 

But today’s gospel of Mark tells us two things clearly about how all this works when it comes to the world of the 
spirits, the angels and the demons.  The first thing is that the Holy Spirit of God is jealously territorial.  When it 
enters into a place or into a person there is zero tolerance for any peaceful coexistence with the Spirit of the 
Devil.  Where one takes up residence, the other takes leave.  And the second thing is that, unlike the animal 
world, the Holy Spirit’s first reaction to being threatened is to engage in battle—real conflict, not fakery or false 
threats or dishonest signs of warning.  At the synagogue at Capernaum in today’s gospel story Jesus had only to 
enter the room and the evil spirit inside the man was thrown into a panic.  It recognized Jesus immediately for 
who he was, the power he possessed, and the fearlessness with which Jesus was willing to combat the presence 
of sin and filth and deception. That evil spirit did the only thing that it could possibly have done in that situation: 
it began to exhibit threatening territorial behavior, shrieking and squawking and convulsing the man, taunting 
Jesus and daring him to call the bluff, all while being terrified at what the true predicament really was. 

The only way that Jesus wasn’t going to win that spiritual battle would have been if he had allowed himself to 
doubt, or to become rattled or upset by the impressive display of terror and noise that was masking complete 
powerlessness behind it.   The spirits had summed each other up exactly correctly, and the evil one knew itself 
to be doomed—unless it could succeed in some form of deception. But because Jesus was, in fact, the Holy One 
from God, that wasn’t going to happen. 

“Come out of the man!” Jesus ordered, “and be quiet!”  It was just that easy because the confidence of the Lord 
was just that absolute. 
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It is much harder for the rest of us, though.  Not because we don’t have hold of the same Holy Spirit through our 
baptism—we do have that.  But because our trust is weaker and our willingness to be led astray by superficial 
displays of glamour and false claims to authority is just that much more easy.  Both the Spirit of God and the 
spirit of Evil are fiercely territorial, but only one of them is truly strong.  That’s why the other one has to resort 
to scaring us.  And to be honest, that evil spirit can often put on a pretty convincing show, at least for those of us 
whose faith is not as solid as we might wish.  It is the deepest desire of the unclean spirit of evil to make us 
believe that God is not powerful enough to prevail, or that God doesn’t care enough to do so.  Fear and panic is 
the best friend of that Evil Spirit, together with anxiety and despair.  And just look at how readily we buy into it.  
Read or watch the daily news if you have any doubt about that.  It certainly seems that the Evil One is powerful.  
That’s exactly the desire of that Spirit. 

And when we allow ourselves to be deluded by fear, the easiest thing of all can be to believe that this world is a 
bad place, that God has been driven out from his very own creation and that the only place for hope is 
someplace else at some future time.  It’s all lies, and even lots of seemingly religious people buy into it.  To 
despair of God’s holy presence right here, right now, and to write off our culture categorically as a so-called 
“culture of death” is to give the Devil and his wily spirit all kinds of power and authority that they don’t have, 
that they can’t have.  When the Holy One of God came into the world in Jesus Christ, it really was the Holy One 
of God and it really was this world.  Our territory, God’s territory, has been marked out and claimed by Christ, 
and it will be defended by none other than Almighty God.  The battle for dominion of this world has already 
been fought and the Holy Spirit has driven out all the contrary ones.  That’s what the gospel episode today in 
Capernaum shows us in unmistakable clarity.  We have only to learn to trust what we know, and to act upon 
that confidence. 
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