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You have to wonder why the man in the synagogue with the unclean spirit apparently didn’t do any shrieking or 
crying out until Jesus entered the room.  All the scribes were there.  All the ritual words were being spoken in 
the course of normal sabbath worship.  It was just a normal gathering for prayer in the little town of Capernaum.  
And the possessed man was just sitting there quietly—until Jesus walked in.  In an instant there was wild panic 
from within this man.  Why?  The Gospel of Mark makes it pretty clear why.  It was the demon—and only he—
who truly understood who it was that had arrived on the scene, and of what he was capable.  And while 
everyone else who listened to Jesus teach that day was amazed by his wisdom and authority, only the demon 
fully understood the power that was present.  Only he perceived the danger, the necessary conflict, and the fact 
that one of them had to be destroyed by the other.  Absolute goodness and absolute evil cannot abide together, 
and only the unclean spirit knew which force was the more powerful.  And still is.   

I was 18 years old when the first Star Wars movie came out and like so many I have never forgotten it.  And in 
that film’s climatic scene, the wise teacher Obi Wan Kenobi does battle with his former student, Darth Vader, 
who has gone over to the Dark Side.  As they unsheathe their light sabers for battle, there is a dialogue that I 
have always remembered too: 

DV: “Your powers are weak, old man.” (A lie).  “I am the Master.” 

OW: “Only of evil, Darth.”  “You cannot win, Darth.  If you strike me down I will become more 
powerful than you could possibly imagine.”   

DV:   “You should not have come here.” 

It was the Jesus story, dressed up in science fiction cinema.  That’s what made it so compelling, and still does.  It 
is the revelation of the fact that these two gigantic forces coexist in the world, the Good and the Evil, and that 
only one of them can survive in the end.  And since the God of Jesus Christ is the ultimate victor, all the enemy 
can do is scream and shout and taunt and threaten.  And so it was back in the synagogue in Capernaum, just 
before Jesus gave the order to the unclean spirit to depart—with nothing more than a word—and it did, because 
it had to.  Despite all its volume and bravado, the demon was impotent in the face of Christ.  The gospel tells us 
that what went on that sabbath morning in Galilee was not merely an unpleasant exchange between Jesus and a 
possessed man.  It was cosmic spiritual warfare, on a scale that nobody else in the place yet understood—except 
the demon.  “I know who you are,” it said, not spoken with confidence, but with dread. 

That exchange between Obi Wan Kenobi and Darth Vader was not the end of the story, of course.  Here we are 
40 years and seven sequels later.  That dialogue ended with the Good Elder Teacher noticing the arrival of the 
Good Luke Skywalker, and willingly allowing himself to be struck down—for the moment.  In the end it certainly 
seemed that the Evil One had prevailed.  But it was not so.  I believe I mentioned that this was, and is, the story 
of Jesus.  Unfortunately, we continue to live between the first cosmic battle and the final sequel, and so it is not 
nearly always apparent which truly is the greater force, Goodness or Evil.  We have plenty of evidence for both 
these days, which is why faith is so necessary and so empowering. 

All of which calls us back to the synagogue in Capernaum, and the man possessed by an unclean spirit who was 
just sitting there quietly, surely convinced that the demon had won out and captured his soul forever, and who 
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could not be moved by or even interested in the pious recitations and interpretations of Mosaic Law, as the 
scribes droned on and on.  What good was any of this?  Until Jesus arrived, “more powerful than any could 
possibly imagine.”  Yes, Jesus too had to be struck down before he could reign, but he had arrived.  And all the 
demon could say in response was, “You should not have come here.”  In other words, “Uh-oh.” 

This gospel is a profound message of hope and encouragement, especially for those of us who feel worn down 
and beaten up and out-shouted by the apparently powerful forces of evil that continue to resist the arrival of 
Jesus Christ and His word in our world.   

The gospel is not only about resistance, for there is great goodness in our created world.  But the gospel never 
comes without the demand to confront the powers and effects of evil that we face daily, to call them out by 
name, and to endure the hostility of those who feel threatened by that—accurately.  The final triumph of God 
over the demons has yet to become manifest, but it is well underway, and the more loud and fierce are the 
voices of opposition, the more confident we may be about that. 

And what names, exactly, do these demons have now?  Greed, violence and militarism, injustice, discrimination, 
racism, bullying, indifference to the poor and suffering, abuse of all kinds, terrorism, abortion, and maybe 
especially, despair.  It was despair that the possessed man in the synagogue was shaking off at the moment that 
Jesus walked in.  It was the sudden realization that Evil didn’t have to win, and wouldn’t win, and couldn’t win 
because the absolute power of Good has arrived, demanding a new awakening of hope and courage.  May the 
Eucharist make us strong, loving and wise enough to live in to that demand. 


