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THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year B 
Dt 18:15-20; Ps 95:1-2,6-7,7-9; 1 Cor 7:32-35; Mk 1:21-28 

 

JESUS:  THE TEACHER 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, January 27, 2018, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, January 28, 2018, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

Today we begin Catholic Schools Week. 

It always begins on the fourth Sunday of January. 

The Scripture texts for today’s Mass apply nicely for Catholic Schools Week.  

 

The first reading is from the Book of Deuteronomy (Dt 18:15-20) 

  and features greatest teacher of the Old Testament:  Moses. 

The gospel features the greatest teacher of all time:  Jesus. 

 

In the gospel, we see Jesus in his classroom. 

  It was not in an elementary school, a high school, or a college. 

    It was not your ordinary classroom, not a lecture hall. 

  Jesus taught his first class in the synagogue in Capernaum (Mk 1:21). 

 

I have actually been in the very same synagogue. 

  It has been excavated. 

  It is about one hundred and fifty yards off of the shore of the Sea of Galilee. 

  Jesus taught there. 

  I have taught there. 

  When we have gone on our pilgrimages to the Holy Land, 

    we always go to the synagogue in Capernaum. 

  When we are in the synagogue, 

    I gather our group of about 45 pilgrims around me together, 

    and I teach our pilgrims about the greatest teacher:  Jesus. 

 

The synagogue in Capernaum is not that big. 

  It is maybe one-third the size of our church, 

    about the size of one center section. 

  When Jesus got up to teach, 

    it would be really easy to see him, 

      and really easy to hear him. 

  When I spoke to our pilgrims in the synagogue, 

    I did not need to strain at all. 

  All I needed was a conversational voice 

    and everyone in our group could hear just fine. 

 

So Jesus got up in the synagogue to teach (Mk 1:21). 

Does that ever strike you as odd? 
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Jesus had just moved into town. 

  Remember, he was from Nazareth (Mk 6:1), 

    and he had just arrived in Capernaum. 

He was the new kid on the block. 

He was the “carpenter guy” (Mk 6:3). 

Jesus never went to school to study Scripture. 

  In those days a rabbi-in-training would to Jerusalem to study on the Temple Mount. 

Jesus never went to school to study writing or public speaking. 

  In those days someone who wanted to be a polished speaker would go to Athens, Greece, 

    to study literature, speech, and debate. 

Jesus never had a private tutor. 

Jesus had no formal training whatsoever. 

Jesus had zero qualifications,  

  zero credentials! 

Jesus had no business standing up to speak in the synagogue. 

To the local rabbi, to the members of that congregation, 

  Jesus appeared out of the clear blue. 

 

We undersell how unusual this is. 

 

It would be like some fine young fellow from a little town in South Dakota 

  coming to Wayzata. 

He hadn’t gone to school because he had to stay home and work on the farm. 

He comes to St. Bart’s. 

It’s time for the homily. 

He steps forward after the gospel, 

  and he says, “Father, you can sit down.  I’ll take it for today.” 

 

So Jesus is standing before a congregation of maybe 150 or 200 people. 

He had never preached before. 

The gospel does not say what Jesus taught about, 

  or how long his teaching went. 

All Mark says is how the people reacted to Jesus and his teaching, 

  “They were astonished at his teaching, 

    for he taught them as one having authority 

    and not as their scribes” (Mk 1:22).   

 

It was homily Number One. 

It was his first go-round in church. 

Jesus got pretty good marks. 

If people were going to give Jesus a letter grade,  

  they gave him an A+. 

 

So did Jesus have beginner’s luck? 

How did Jesus get so good so fast? 
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Jesus was fantastic his first time out. 

Jesus was far better than the scribes right from the beginning. 

There has to be some reason for this. 

 

The more things change, 

  the more they stay the same. 

When it comes to worship services, 

  whether it is a rabbi in the synagogue or a priest in the church, 

  the presupposition is that the people want good preaching, good teaching. 

Or, do they? 

 

The United States Catholic Conference of Bishops did some research on this. 

Back in the 1980s and 1990s it was very clear to the USCCB  

  that far too many priests are not very good preachers. 

The Bishop’s Conference prepared a document on how to be a better preacher. 

It is called Fulfilled in Your Hearing. 

As part of the preparation process, the bishops surveyed Catholics in the pew, 

  and asked, “What do you want most out of your priest?” 

The bishops had a bias (imagine that!), a preconceived answer. 

They thought for sure that Catholics would say, 

  “The one thing that I want most out of my priest is that he would be a good homilist.” 

Then, once the bishops got their expected answer, 

  they would use the answer, priest as a good homilist, 

    as their rationale, to make their case, 

  for their document on the importance of being a good preacher. 

The bishops were shocked at the result of their survey. 

Preaching did not come in first. 

“What do Catholics want most out of their priest?” 

The number one answer:  that their priest be a good and holy man. 

People are willing to put up with medium preaching 

  if their priest is a man of great virtue. 

How could the bishops miss this? 

The principle is really quite simple: 

  you preach first with your life, and then with your words. 

Actions speak louder than words. 

A priest could be absolutely eloquent, 

  but if he is not a decent person his words will always ring empty. 

 

Now we go back to Jesus, because the principle is the same. 

When Jesus taught in the synagogue, 

  the people could see the difference right away. 

Jesus was not like their scribes. 

Jesus taught first with his life, and then with his words. 

Jesus was holy, and the scribes were not. 
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Why is Jesus the greatest teacher ever? 

  The scribes knew the Scriptures; Jesus lived the Scriptures. 

  The scribes were very legalistic. 

    For them, it was all about the Law; for Jesus it was all about love. 

  The scribes clung to their power; Jesus empowered other people. 

  The scribes had an inner dark side; Jesus was good and decent through and through. 

  The scribes were a fraud; Jesus was the real thing. 

Yes, Jesus preached well, and yes, he taught well, 

  but the one thing that set him apart was his holiness, his goodness, his virtue. 

A person doesn’t go to school for this. 

A person doesn’t get a degree for this. 

It is no wonder that the people said, 

  “Jesus is not like our scribes” (paraphrase, Mk 1:22b). 

In fact, Jesus was not like anyone that they had ever heard. 

A person could listen to his words or pay attention to his example 

  and get very same message. 

Jesus is wired for holiness right from the start. 

 

Jesus is the Teacher. 

 

When it comes to this parish, 

  according to the Church, 

  the lead teacher for this parish is yours truly, the Pastor. 

Except, it is not really me. 

I cannot and must not ever preach “me” or my opinions. 

When it comes to our parish, 

  Jesus is the Teacher, and I take all my cues from him, 

  and my duty and privilege teach you about Jesus, 

  the one who has ultimate authority here. 

 

It is Catholic Schools Week. 

Our principal, Mr. Patrick Fox, is the lead teacher of our school. 

The principal is the teacher of the teachers. 

Except in a Catholic school, the principal never has the final word. 

  The principal is not first in command. 

Mr. Fox completely understands this. 

Mr. Fox, like me, is a mere agent. 

In a Catholic school, Jesus and his teaching rank above all else. 

 

We have a phenomenal faculty. 

Teacher after teacher loves their students, 

  and teacher after teacher is an expert on their subject matter. 

But in a Catholic school, who is in charge of the classroom? 

It is Jesus and his Word that directs every classroom, 

  and every instructor is his representative. 
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This sets St. Bart’s school apart and makes it unique. 

In our Catholic school Jesus comes first. 

  His teaching is the most important curriculum. 

  Training in discipleship comes before all else. 

   

If you are a parent with preschool-age children,  

  please make a Catholic education a priority for them.   

If you are a parent with school-age children  

  and have them enrolled in a Catholic school, thank you.   

If you are a parent with school-age children  

  and do not have them enrolled in a Catholic school, please consider it.   

    The doors are always open.   

    Transfer students are always welcome.   

If you do not have school-age children yet support Catholic education  

  with your donations, by volunteering at the school, or by spreading the good news, thank you.  

If you do not have school-age children  

  and have not had much to do with a Catholic school,  

  please consider supporting Catholic schools. 

 

Our Catholic school, St. Bart’s, is fantastic.   

  The academics are rock solid.   

  The Catholic faith is taught with joy and conviction.  

The name of Jesus, the Teacher, is proclaimed boldly. 

 

The goal is for every student in our school 

  and every member of our parish 

  to come to know, love, and serve, 

  Jesus, our Teacher, 

  and one who taught, not like the scribes, 

  but teaches with the power and authority of God. 


