
4th Sunday Ordinary Time 

The Gospel of St. Mark 1: 21-28 

 The news stories from a Michigan courtroom this week were riveting, heart breaking, horrible, and 

hopeful. The story focused on the sentencing hearing for Dr. Larry Nassar, former doctor for the US Olympic 

women’s gymnastics team. Now a convicted pedophile, Dr. Nassar abused and molested hundreds of young 

girls and adolescent women over many decades.  

 Though parents had filed complaints as far back as 1997, he was never arrested, suspended as a 

physician or apparently even thoroughly investigated, thus allowing him complete access to these young 

women unwittingly seeking him out for medical needs.  

Finally, a victim came forward publically accused him of molesting her many years before. Her courage 

empowered others to step forward with similar accusations. Once victims began to speak out, Dr. Nassar’s 

power began to diminish.  

The more other victims were empowered, the quicker Dr. Nassar entered the criminal processes that 

finally halted his abuse. At the sentencing hearings, Judge Rosemarie Aquilina offered to take as long as 

necessary for any victim to come forward and speak before she issued her sentence. There, victims continually 

found their voice while Dr. Nassar was reduced to silence. Dr. Nassar had no choice but to remain seated in 

the witness chair silently while all spoke. 

Initially over eighty women informed the judge of their intention to speak. But as the days of testimony 

continued, even more women felt empowered to join those already listed. The total number of victims 

speaking at Dr. Nassar’s sentencing hearing reached 160 women and the hearing lasted over six days. Judge 

Aquilina welcomed each woman with the same words, “Thank you. What would you like me to know?” 

In the Gospel, Jesus and his disciples begin the mission of proclaiming and manifesting the Kingdom of 

God. He enters a synagogue and his preaching begins to lift the hearts of those listening. His preaching also 

ignites the rage of one person attending. He interrupts Jesus, taking upon himself the claim of speaking for 

everyone else, accusing him of trying to destroy the synagogue community. But Jesus identifies the evil spirit 

in the man, and casting out the spirit, brings the man to silence.  

Once the man is silenced, everyone else in the synagogue finds their voice. They speak to one another 

about how new and authoritative Jesus’ teaching is. Apparently, the angry man did not speak for everyone 

else in the synagogue even though he claimed to. Perhaps everyone else remained silently afraid, feeling 

powerless to challenge him. Now that he is silenced, they all speak up. Unlike the man with anger, they don’t 

feel threatened by Jesus’ teaching at all. Rather, they experience something new, refreshing, and liberating in 

the Lord’s teachings. 

We can recognize the demonic in our world. Among its fruits are domination, oppression, and 

exploitation. The Spirit of Jesus is liberating, creative, renewing, and freeing. People find their voice and their 

very lives when freed from spirits of domination and oppression. The synagogue community was liberated 

from the oppression of this one man who may have used his anger and rage to control everyone else.  

The women gymnasts found their voice when someone finally stood up to Dr. Nassar and he was 

speechless to defend himself. I would suggest that Judge Aquilina’s greeting, “Thank you. What would you like 

me to know?” presents an amazing welcome of liberation to those testifying. 



Domination can be found in every walk of life. One person with enough anger and rage can control an 

entire family, an entire workplace, an entire religious community, an entire political process. One person with 

enough deceptive charm and manipulation can continue exploiting and abusing innocent young people for a 

long time. One person with professional power can harass, exploit and intimidate those working in their 

businesses. Just ask the victims of Roger Ailes, Bill O’Reilly, Harvey Weinstein, Matt Lauer, Charlie Rose, and 

Congressman John Conyers.  

The #MeToo movement is a great sign of God’s Spirit moving in our society. More and more women, 

along with some men, are now empowered to say they were also sexually harassed, intimidated, or assaulted 

in the workplace. And the names of the fallen high and mighty grows significantly every day. This is a great 

sign of hope that dominating and exploiting spirits are being cast out by liberating, healing and renewing Spirit 

of God.  

Sometimes the dominating spirit is expressed throughout the culture and not just manifested in one 

person. Some cultural expectations can be dominating and suffocating to many. Let me offer only one 

example. 

The pressure on so many of our young people to not only be the best they can be, but to be the best, 

better than anyone else, is a dominating spirit that saps vitality and peace from the hearts of so many young 

people. Please understand this distinction. Encouraging someone to reach their best potential and fully 

develop their own personal humanity is indeed liberating. Demanding that someone excel above everyone 

else and be the best regardless of their talents is dominating and crushing.  

 The “#MeToo” movement, civil rights movement, pro-life movement, AA twelve steps movement are 

only some examples of movements begun at grass roots level liberating people from spirits of domination or 

exploitation. We can recognize the Spirit of Jesus motivating every one of these movements.  

Often, victims of trauma take a long time to find their voice. Some are never able to find it this side of 

the Kingdom of God. However, a culture recognizing their trauma, welcoming their stories, and working 

towards healing, justice and providing safety for all can assist their stories to come forward. Judge Aquilina’s 

greeting to each woman exemplifies that for us. In any event, the voice of the Risen Christ continually cries out 

for the innocent and oppressed in our world even if they can yet find their own voice to speak out.  

The Spirit of Jesus of course is alive and flows through the life of The Church.  However, we should not 

equate every church action as manifesting that spirit. We too lived through our own horrific stories of abuse 

and exploitation, complete with cover-ups and denials. But again, it was the victims stepping forward and 

making their voices heard that finally began the repentance and transformation so desperately needed.  

God’s fidelity to the Church was expressed in victims courageously coming and telling their stories until 

church leadership finally decided to listen to them. They were also a source of hope for all of us. As I said in a 

homily several weeks ago, “The church changed not because the bishops saw the light but rather because they 

felt the heat. Thank God for The Boston Globe!” 

But the sacraments are always present as liberating rivers of God’s Spirit flowing over all of us; 

identifying what oppresses and dominates us and overwhelming the dark spirits, letting us go free. We are 

called to let those sacraments flow over us not only to free us from domination, but to then become sources 

of liberation for others so dominated. I close with a prayer attributed to St. Francis of Assisi. The one praying 

asks God to become an agent of transforming grace by confronting the dark forces of our world. 



Lord, make me an instrument of your peace,  

Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 

where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 

where there is darkness, light; 

where there is sadness, joy; 

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console;  

to be understood as to understand;  

to be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive;  

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned;  

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

 


