
Homily for 4
th

 Sunday of Ordinary Time 

Exorcism is the heart of today’s gospel.  The 

word ‘exorcism’ often gets people very excited, 

often people with no knowledge about it at all 

but are thrilled at the idea, perhaps after 

watching some Hollywood production as The 

Exorcist, or The Rite, or Possession.  Some 

Christians have no problem with this these days, 

but for others it is hard to relate it to today. The 

way possession or illness is seen in the Bible is as the result of sin or the fact 

that it is the devil at work, which again many find difficult these days.  When I 

was working with the homeless in St. Martin-in-the-Fields in London the old 

guys would often have fits as a result of drink or untreated problems.  One of 

my fellow members of staff had been an evangelical Christian but became a 

Catholic, bringing with him many of his old ways (not that some Catholics 

would not have agreed with him).  One day I found him praying over an old 

guy who had had a fit that the devil might leave him.  As someone who has 

epilepsy I suddenly found this incredibly offensive and launched into the poor 

guy accordingly, though he was only doing what he thought would help and 

was right.  And that is the problem with the gospel sometimes it can seem 

offensive. 

 So how do we tackle what it says?  The Pontifical Commission on 

interpreting the Bible has said that to interpret the Bible literally is intellectual 

suicide.  So we have to interpret it for today.  This gives us a latitude that then 

poses problems.  How far can we go?  And inevitably we will disagree even on 

the same passage.  Just as my experience of illness gives me a different 

approach to this gospel today than perhaps someone else. 

 Firstly we have to trust in the word of God.  Through these gospels God 

is trying to speak to us, so we have to find the message.  Then we have to rely 

on the parameters Church teaching allows, which are very wide, but will stop 

us going too far.  (As my old tutor in Rome said, always come back to the text.)  

And then we have to realise that we are going to disagree, which is probably 

the hardest bit as we like to think we are right, yet debate is healthy.  Jewish 

students of the Bible often study in twos just for that reason.   

 Bible quotes can be a bit like statistics, you can make them fit to 

whatever argument you want.  So for example, if you see demonstrations 



outside a State Pentitentiary in America, say Texas, where someone is about to 

be executed, some will be there praying others will be there to show that the 

Bible approves of capital punishment and waving banners with Genesis 9:6 on 

them.  “He who sheds man’s blood, shall have his blood shed by man.”  Two 

things work against this, firstly that the Church has now officially condemned 

capital punishment as incompatible with Church teaching (so that is the Church 

parameter guiding us) and secondly that as Christians we have to read the Old 

Testament through the life of Jesus which is a gospel of love, of loving our 

enemies, preserving life, and finally of standing with the captive and even 

dying for them.  We have some incredible recent stories of families forgiving 

people who have killed their sons, such as Mrs. Gee Walker in 2005. 

 Today is Racial Justice Sunday.  Can this gospel apply to this topic.  I 

think so in a number of ways, but let’s take one.  The whole question of racial 

injustice has lurked in our communities for centuries like an illness.  Every so 

often it shows its head.  The news will tell us that black and Asian communities 

in Britain are far more likely to lose people to Covid 19 than white 

communities.  But perhaps it is most explicitly seen in America, especially 

after the death of George Floyd.   

 Now in the gospel the possessed man has lived with his ‘unclean spirit’ 

for years and nothing had been done, people were used to it now.  Society 

accepted it and excluded him.  But once you try to change his situation the path 

to healing leads to convulsions.  Convulsions because for healing the 

underlying wounds and problems have to be faced and so suddenly surface.  So 

in the US, here and across the world we have seen a sort of convulsion in 

society in the last year in the form of the Black Lives Matter demonstrations as 

a result of the underlying problems coming to the surface.  Where everyone 

lived with it in injustice, in a false sense of tranquility nothing happened, but 

when the injustice is challenged society is disturbed, but necessarily so.  

Society will try to clamp down on it, a devilish response if you want to use the 

gospel language, but no justice can come unless we agree to throw out the devil 

of prejudice. 

 What astonishes the people in the gospel is the healing result, but also 

that they have to accept a new form of teaching, of life, and welcome the man 

back into the community fully.  Jesus’ goal is both spiritual healing and 

physical healing for the man, but also healing for his community who can now 

welcome him in.  A wound, his exclusion, has been healed. 

    


