
           

4th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle B, 1.13.21 

Deuteronomy 18:15-20/                                          
1 Corinthians 7:32-35/Mark1:21-28 

LEARNING THE LESSON OF COMPASSION 
A few years ago an anthropology 

professor at a large state university ran into 
a problem. After fifteen years of teaching 
she felt very frustrated because she 
couldn’t understand her students – the way 
they behaved, their attitudes, their lack of 
motivation in class, incomplete 
assignments. They no longer stopped by her 
office for consultations, didn’t do the 
assigned readings or participate in class 
discussions; some openly took naps in class, 
brought in food and drink, and behaved as 
though their education was of no 
importance to them. Along with her 
colleagues, she found that the students 
were becoming rude and ill-mannered. 
Didn’t they care about their education 
except for their grades? Looking for a way 
to close the gap between her and her 
students, she took a one-year sabbatical 
from teaching and enrolled as a freshman at 
her own university. Without lying or 
breaking confidences, she was able to keep 
her true identity hidden. She moved into a 
dorm, ate in the dining hall, took a full load 
of courses, joined student clubs and 
immersed herself in the life that students 
live.  

She chronicled her experiences in a 
book called, My Freshman Year: What a 
Professor Learned by Becoming a Student. 
Being a student was tougher than she 
imagined. After two semesters of 
scrambling from class to class, juggling 
assignments and cramming for exams, she 
developed a new respect and affection for 
her time-crunched students, many of whom 
were working part-time to help pay for their 
education. The experience impacted her 

teaching. She wrote: I had observed 
students managing their identities, 
placating their parents, positioning for their 
future, and finding their place among their 
peers. She overheard one student on a cell 
phone telling her mother excitedly: Mom, 
the professor told me my essay was really 
good. What a little word of encouragement 
can do for a student. She also experienced 
the trials and tribulations that all students 
go through. In some classes she was an “A” 
student, but in one class she was the worst 
student. Even after going to the university’s 
tutoring center, the material was just over 
her head; she couldn’t master it. It was a 
struggle to go to that class and she came to 
understand how a student can be on the 
fence between giving up and making more 
of an effort. Sometimes nothing more than 
a teacher’s outreach pushes the balance.  

 
She said: If there’s one lesson that I found 
most supported by my freshman experience, 
it’s the lesson of compassion.  
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Compassion - that seems to be the 
secret ingredient in Jesus’ authority and 
teaching. The man with the unclean spirit 
whom Jesus encountered in the synagogue 
in today’s gospel was suffering -- not just 
the physical suffering of whatever ailment 
he had, but the pain of alienation, living on 
the margins apart from the mainstream of 
life. The demon that possessed the man and 
had control over him was a torment to 
every part of his being.  

Into the disruption and chaos of the man’s 
life, Jesus’ voice of compassion brings 
healing and peace as he commands the 
demon: Quiet! Come out of him! The gospel 
portrays Jesus as a teacher who possesses 
an “authority” readily perceived by his 
hearers. Jesus’ authority came not from the 
power to enforce but from the ability to 
inspire. His authority was centered in 
compassion and empathy for those he had 
been called to serve. The professor who 
became a university student for a year 
rediscovered the same “teaching authority” 
as she came to understand the difficult, 
demanding work that it takes to be a 
college student today.  

 

Most of us exercise authority in 
different spheres of daily life: most of you 
at home as parents and grandparents, many 
of you at work with colleagues over whom 
you have authority and responsibility, some 
of you as teachers and educators, medical 
professionals and financial administrators, 
many of you on committees and volunteer 
positions in which you serve, captain of a 
sports team at school. Positions of authority 
test our patience and put us in a place of 
judging others; there’s always the danger of 
misusing the authority entrusted to us. The 
example of Jesus teaches us a different way 
to be as leaders and people in charge. It’s 
not the way of domination. Jesus 
condemned that when he observed it 
among the Pharisees and scribes. He called 
them “blind guides who lay heavy burdens 
on others, but will not lift a finger to help 
them.” You’ll recall Jesus’ words at the Last 
Supper after he washed the feet of his 
disciples: You call me ‘teacher’ and ‘master,’ 
and rightly so, for indeed I am. If I, 
therefore, the master and teacher, have 
washed your feet, you ought to wash one 
another’s feet. I have given you a model to 
follow, so that as I have done for you, you 
should also do.  

I knew a bishop who really was a 
servant of the people after the spirit of 
Jesus. Bishop Ken Untener was a unique 
individual and a dynamic leader. He was an 
accomplished pianist and an active athlete 
who played golf, ice hockey and handball. In 
fact, it was while playing handball that Ken 
broke his right leg only a year before his 
ordination. Due to complications caused by 
a genetic deformity, doctors had to 
amputate the leg below the knee, and he 
wore a prosthesis for the remainder of his 
life. But it didn’t stop him from playing 
hockey. He lived close to people and 
understood the challenges and struggles 
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that people experience in trying to live out 
their Christian faith amid the challenges of a 
contemporary world and rapidly changing 
culture.   

 
After he was named bishop of 

Saginaw, Michigan, he sold the bishop's 
mansion and began a career-long practice 
of living for periods of time in the various 
parish rectories of his priests throughout his 
diocese so he could know and appreciate 
firsthand the people of his Diocese. (He was 
also known to have hosted a cherry stone 
spitting contest at the diocese every spring 
– I guess it’s a northern Michigan thing.) At 
the ceremony when he was consecrated 
Bishop, the famous line he delivered during 
his greeting at the Saginaw Civic Center 
was: "Hello, I'm Ken, and I'll be your waiter 
for a long time." His exemplary ministry as a 
good shepherd to his people was cut short 
when he died of leukemia at the young age 
of sixty-six, but Ken’s memory and example 
of generous and compassionate service 
lives on in the people he served. He 
exemplified the kind of leadership we need 
today on every level – in the Church, in our 
government and in our communities.  

The gospel encourages all of us to 
become what our baptism calls us to be – 
servant leaders after the example of Christ. 
“A new teaching with authority,” that’s 
what Christ offers us today in the scriptures 
-- an authority that comes not from the 
power to enforce but from the ability to 
inspire. The words of another inspirational 

leader ring true to the gospel. The Dalai 
Lama once said: Love and compassion are 
necessities, not luxuries. Without them, 
humanity cannot survive.  

 
John Kasper, OSFS 
 


