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Jesus said to them, “What an unbelieving and perverse 

generation you are” (Mt 17:17). These are rather tough words that 

our Lord has for them. They are not simply lacking faith, but 

belong to a perverse generation. What does our Lord mean by 

this?  Jesus is referring to the Song of Moses in the 32nd chapter of 

Deuteronomy.  In Song of Moses, we have this verse. 

They […] are no longer his children because of their 
blemish; they are a perverse and crooked generation.” 

St. Paul also refers to the Song of Moses in his letter to the 

Philippians. 

Do all things without grumbling or questioning, that 
you may be blameless and innocent, children of God 
without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse 
generation… (Phil 2:14–16). 

So, what is the Song of Moses? What is it about?  And what 

does it have to do with the inability of the disciples to cure a 

young boy of his seizures and cast the demon out that 

tormented him? 

In the book of Deuteronomy, the Lord said to Moses, 

“Behold, the days approach when you must die” (Deut 31:14).  

And so, He tells Moses to call Joshua, so that He can 

commission him to take Moses’ place. God then explains what 

will happen when Moses dies. 

This people will rise and play the harlot after the 
strange gods of the land… and they will forsake me and 
break my covenant which I have made with them (Dt 
31:16). 

The Lord, then, describes the consequence of this. 

…many evils and troubles will come upon them… they 
will say in that day, ‘Have not these evils come upon us 
because our God is not among us?’ (Dt 31:18). 

The Lord, then, tells Moses to write a song.  He says, 

“…write this song, and teach it to the sons of Israel; put 
it in their mouths, that this song may be a witness for 
me against the sons of Israel (v18). […] And when many 
evils and troubles have come upon them, this song 
shall confront them as a witness (for it will live 
unforgotten in the mouths of their descendants)” 
(v21). […] So, Moses wrote this song the same day, and 
taught it to the sons of Israel (v22). 
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We can begin to see now what Jesus means when He 

refers to them as an “unbelieving and perverse generation”.   

He is identifying them with those who were unfaithful to the 

covenant that God made through Moses. This is why they had 

little faith, and why they could not cure the boy and cast out 

the demon. This is not just about the disciples, but the whole 

crowd that was gathered there. But where was Jesus at the 

time? 

He had taken Peter, James and John up on a high 

mountain. There, He was transfigured before them.  Moses 

and Elijah appeared, speaking with Jesus.  Moses represents 

the law and the covenant, and Elijah the prophets.  And Jesus 

is the fulfillment of both. 

And so, while Jesus, with Peter, James and John, was 

on the high mountain, the other disciples, the young boy and 

his father, and the people, were down below.  Jesus comes 

down from the mountain to find an “unbelieving and perverse 

generation”. This is what Moses found when he came down 

from Mount Horeb, after having encountered God in the 

burning bush. This time, however, it is not Moses who came 

down from the high mountain, but Jesus, that is, God Himself.   

 The high mountain represents that which is above, the 

transcendent, the eternal, the Divine.  At the foot of the 

mountain represents that which is below, lowly, worldly, 

corruptible. Jesus, who is God, coming to us from the high 

mountain, raises our existence to what is above.  This is the 

fulfillment of God’s plan, His new covenant, that all things, all 

of creation and us will be changed. St. Paul says,  

…we shall all be changed in a moment, in the twinkling 
of an eye… will be raised imperishable, and we shall be 
changed. For this perishable nature must put on the 
imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on 
immortality (1 Cor 15:51–53). 
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This is why we are to seek the things that are above, where Christ is.  

Again, as Paul says, 

…seek the things that are above, where Christ is, 
seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on 
things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 
(Col 3:1–2). 
 
There are those who say that seeking the things that are 

above is nothing but escapism, that Christians simply cannot face 

reality. So, we make up a fantasy world that is to come, a world that 

does not really exist.  They say that this sort of thing is nothing but a 

neurotic way of trying to cope with the difficulties of life. 

Christianity, however, that is, the faith of the Apostles that has 

come down to us, preserved in His Church, is quite the opposite of 

escapism. 

Consider, for example, Mother Theresa of Calcutta, who 

gave her entire life to the poorest of the poor.  Today, some 5,000 

sisters not only serve the poor but live among them.  Who would 

call that escapism?  What is the thing from which they are trying to 

escape?  They face the realities of hardship, suffering and death 

every day.  Now, compare Mother Theresa and her sisters to the 

worldlings of today.  See how the worldly engage in excessive 

amounts of entertainment, their obsession with food, cloths, their 

looks, cars and houses. What they care about the very most is the 

pursuit of pleasure, and a life of comfort.  Those who do not possess 

any of these things can be bound to them just as much, by their 

longing to have these things. Then there are those who take this 

even further, by deliberately giving themselves over to abusing 

alcohol, drugs and sex. 

There is nothing wrong, of course, with any of things in 

themselves.  It is the excesses, misuse and abuse of these things.  Is 

engaging in these excesses not escapism?  Is it not a neurotic and 

harmful way to cope with the anxieties and difficulties of life? Of 

course, it is. And yet, many of these same people assert that it is the 

Christian who is the escapist. 

You see, if it is only for this life that we live, then, should we 

not just live it up? St. Paul says that if there is nothing beyond this 



10th Sunday of Pentecost                                                               Matt 17: 14-23  Copyright Fr. Tom Wells 

                                                        7                                                                                                                              8       
 

life, then, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (1 Cor 

15:32).  Our Lord makes the same point in the parable of rich fool.  

The fool says,  

“…I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid 
up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry 
(Lk 12:19). 

You know the story.  The life of the rich fool was demanded of him 

that very night. The rich fool was an escapist. 

 Look at the lives of the Apostles, the sacrifices they made, 

how they suffered, and were tortured and martyred. Look at St. 

Paul. Why would such a zealous Jew, highly educated and publicly 

respected, and a persecutor of Christians, suddenly give up his life in 

Judaism for shipwrecks, beatings with rods and whips, 

imprisonments, dangers on the road, and many other hardships.  If, 

Paul, and the rest of the Apostles, knew that Jesus did not really rise 

from the dead, then, why on earth would they go to their deaths, 

while seeking to conquer the world in the name of a dead man? 

Why didn’t they just eat, drink and be merry?  

We could say the same thing about the vast army of saints 

who lived lives of heroic sacrifice and virtue.  Were they escapists? 

Certain not!  None of this, my friends, is escapism.  The saints are 

very real in the way that they live, very much in contact with reality. 

They face the realities of life better than the rest of us. You will find 

in them a common sense and a practical, “matter of fact” way of 

life.  And in the mist of it all, the saints are the happiest people on 

earth. 

What this teaches us, then, is to keep our mind and heart 

turned toward that which is above—what is good, true, beautiful 

and eternal, on our God and Savior, Jesus Christ. This is the way to 

happiness, to life, to facing with courage all that we might have to 

endure in this life.  We have no need for escapism since Christ is 

risen from the dead and by His death, He has trampled death. 

C.S. Lewis, in his book, “Mere Christianity” seems to sum 

this up in modern terms when he writes, 

If you read history, you will find that the Christians who did 

most for the present world were just those who thought 
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most of the next. The Apostles themselves, who set on foot 

the conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men who 

built up the Middle Ages, the English Evangelicals who 

abolished the Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, 

precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven.  

It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the 

other world that they have become so ineffective in this.  

Aim at Heaven and you will get earth ‘thrown in’: aim at 

earth and you will get neither.1 

This is why the disciples below, largely ceasing to remember what is 

above, had such little faith, and thus, were ineffective in curing the 

boy and casting out the demon.  This is why our Lord refers to them 

as an “unbelieving and perverse generation”.  Their gaze was not set 

on the things that are above, where Christ is.  

Let us, then, be faithful to the covenant that our Lord has 

established with us in His own blood.  Pray that we would never 

hear the Lord say to us, “What an unbelieving and perverse 

 
1 Lewis, C. S.. Mere Christianity (C.S. Lewis Signature Classics) (p. 

134). HarperCollins. Kindle Edition.  

generation you are”.   Let us, with all our heart, then, heed the 

words of St. Paul as he admonishes us.  

Seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated 
at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that 
are above, not on things that are on earth. For you 
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 
When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will 
appear with him in glory (Col 3:1–4) 

 


