
 If I were a more enterprising soul, I’d develop an entire RCIA curriculum based solely on 

the Eighth Chapter of the Gospel of Mark, a curriculum I’d then repurpose as a Lenten series.  

If you want to reduce the Good News of Jesus Christ to a single chapter, it’s hard to beat 

Mark’s Eighth (sounds like a symphony, doesn’t it — which in a way it is). 

 The chapter starts with Jesus feeding a “great crowd”1 of four thousand people2 with 

seven loaves3 and a “few” fish.4  You’d think that would be pretty impressive, something 

indicative that Jesus was, well, unique, wouldn’t you?  Evidently the Pharisees didn’t think so.  

Afterwards, they caught up to Him “and began to argue with him, seeking from him a sign from 

heaven to test him.”5  I don’t know about you, but if I’d witnessed what Jesus had just done, as 

some of the Pharisees undoubtedly had, I might have given Jesus a pass on taking further 

tests.  What’s more, the Pharisees decided that their pop quiz would be one of the same ones 

the devil had sprung on Jesus in the desert — putting God to the test by making Him prove 

something to them, a bad idea that didn’t work any better for the Pharisees than it had for the 

devil. 

 To be fair, Jesus own Apostles didn’t at first seem to be a lot clearer than the Pharisees 

in their understanding of Jesus’ identity.  After Jesus warns them to “guard against the leaven 

of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod,”6 Mark tells us the Apostles figured He was busting 

them for failing to bring any bread when they got in a boat to cross the Sea of Galilee.7  We can 

almost hear the frustration in Jesus’ voice as He responds — no doubt with considerable 

exasperation — “Do you not understand or comprehend?  Are your hearts hardened?  Do you 

have eyes and not see and ears and not hear?”8 
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 All of this leads to a curious incident involving an encounter at Bethsaida between 

Jesus and a blind man who’d been brought to Him in the hope that Jesus might restore his 

sight.9  Jesus “took the blind man by the hand and … putting spittle on his eyes he laid his 

hands on him and asked, ‘Do you see anything?’  Looking up he replied, ‘I see people looking 

like trees and walking.’  Then he laid hands on his eyes a second time and he saw clearly; his 

sight was restored and he could see everything distinctly.’10 

 This is the only time in Scripture when Jesus needed a do-over to work one of His 

“miracles,” or “signs” as John calls them.  Scholars are often puzzled about what to make of 

this.  Why would Jesus need two cracks at it?  And scholars aren’t the only ones to be puzzled 

by it.  Matthew and Luke were as well, apparently.  Both of them omit the episode. 

 My suspicion, though, is that Jesus uses this multi-stage healing to make a broader 

point, which is why it and the chapter in which it’s related are perfect texts for those being 

instructed in the faith and for use as a Lenten meditation.   

 The Christian faith, particularly during the Lenten season, hinges on accepting the Light 

of Christ into our hearts, minds, and souls, the same “light of the human race,”11 the same 

Light that “shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it,”12 about which John 

tells us on Christmas Day.  Opening our hearts, opening our minds, opening our souls — 

opening our spiritual “eyes” —to Christ, in turn, is a matter of conversion, and conversion is an 

ongoing process, a lifetime process in fact.  It isn’t a “one and done” proposition, despite what 

some of our brothers and sisters in other Christian communities may think.  We’re likely to 

need Jesus to touch us more than once.  In all likelihood, we’ll probably need Him to touch us 

again and again before we’re fully converted, before our spiritual eyes are fully opened and we 
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can “see everything distinctly” — not because of any inability or weakness on Jesus’ part, but 

because of our determination to hang on to the unconverted parts of ourselves.   

 In his Holy Rule, St. Benedict implores his monks “to prefer nothing to the love of 

Christ.”13  The same is true of discipleship generally, but it’s a difficult standard to meet without 

a dedication, an openness, to continual conversion.  The reality is there’s no end of things 

most of us will find to prefer to Christ’s love at one time or another.  They’re not hard to 

identify.  They’re the things, things that are inconsistent with the Gospel of Christ, that actually 

shape our thinking, our motivation, and our behavior despite what we profess to believe.  

 It’s a difficult standard, too, for the reason that Ezekiel cites in our First Reading this 

morning.  “Do I indeed derive any pleasure from the death of the wicked?,” the Lord said to 

Ezekiel.14  “Do I not rather rejoice when he turns from his evil way that he may live?”15  “Turning 

from” is the literal meaning of the Hebrew word for conversion, a word that appears over a 

thousand times in the Hebrew Scriptures,16 but “turning from” requires effort and the courage 

to face ourselves honestly — not to mention overcoming our reluctance to forego what we may 

have to give up when we “turn from” whatever it is we’ve been rushing toward. 

 In this morning’s Gospel, taken from His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gets at another 

reason why conversion is no easy matter during Lent or any other season.  “I tell you,” He says, 

“unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the 

Kingdom of heaven.”17  It isn’t enough to simply observe the rules, He says.  That’s obedience, 

but obedience isn’t conversion.  Not killing someone constitutes obeying the Commandments; 

 
13 The Rule of St. Benedict, IV.21, Order of St. Benedict, osb.org., http://archive.osb.org/rb/text/rbejms2.html#4. 
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15 Ibid. 
16 For a discussion of בּוׁש  see R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Wordbook of the Old 
Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980). 
17 Mt 5:20 (NAB) 
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learning to love as Christ loves us is a matter of conversion, and conversion is a matter of the 

heart, not of simple compliance. 

 Lent is a good time to pray for the grace to discern the things in us — the thoughts, the 

desires, the hatreds, and all the rest — that remain unconverted and invite Christ to touch 

those parts of us particularly.  And if because we often want the unconverted parts of 

ourselves to stay that way it takes another of His touches next week and still others in the 

weeks and months after that, that’s okay.  The Lord doesn’t mind.  For as Pope Francis has 

observed, “God always forgives us.  He never tires of this.  It’s we who get tired of asking for 

forgiveness.”18 

 
18 Pope Francis, “Homily,” 1/23/2015, quoted in “Pope Francis Homilies: Pope Frances: God Always Forgives Everything: He never 
tires of this. It’s we who get tired of asking for forgiveness,” America Magazine, americamagazine.org, 
https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/pope-francis-god-always-forgives-everything. 


