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Sermon for the Third Sunday after Pentecost, June 10, 2018 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year B: Genesis 3:1–24*; Psalm 130; 2 Corinthians 4:13–18; Mark 3:20–35 

 
Aidan Kavanagh was a Roman Catholic Benedictine 
monk and liturgical scholar. He was 77 years old when 
he died in 2006. He taught at Yale for many years. 
Before Yale, he had founded the doctoral program in 
liturgical study while at Notre Dame. And before he 
was a Roman Catholic, he was an Episcopalian. He 
grew up in Saint Paul’s Church, Waco, Texas. He 
attended the University of the South. His obituaries 
that I found online avoid the question of when he 
became a Roman Catholic.1 He became a novice of 
Saint Meinrad Archabbey in southern Indiana in 1957. 
His life was spent at universities.  
 
I was in seminary when his book Elements of Rite: A 
Handbook of Liturgical Style was published.2 I think all of 
us at Nashotah House in those days read it. Though a 
very serious book, it’s an amusing read—as he pokes 
fun at all the craziness that was happening in Roman 

                            
1 One example: http://www.saintmeinrad.edu/alumni/obituaries/?show=256, 
(accessed 9 June 2018). 
2 Aidan Kavanagh, Elements of Rite: A Handbook of Liturgical Style (New York: Pueblo 
Publishing Company, 1982). 
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Catholic and other liturgical churches in the 1960s and 
1970s. He listed twenty-seven of what he called 
“Elementary Rules.” Number 27 is, “Solo dance 
performances are to be avoided in the liturgy.”3 
Number 19 is my favorite: “The homily is always on 
the gospel of the day, and one never preaches unless 
one has something to say.”4  
 
That said, I think it is fair to say that our lectionary 
editors have made it hard for preachers to do that in 
this lectionary Year B. Many of the most significant 
passages in Mark are never heard on a Sunday or a 
principal feast. There are many reasons, perhaps the 
most important being the pride of place that the 
gospel of Matthew has had in the Christian West. 
Another reason is the reluctance of a great deal of 
scholarship to acknowledge that Mark’s Jesus is all 
about ridding the earth of unclean spirits.5 
 
Today’s appointed gospel is the end of the third of 
sixteen chapters of Mark. But this third chapter starts 
with Jesus healing on a sabbath a man with a withered 

                            
3 Ibid, 33–34. 
4 Ibid., 26. 
5 Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8, Anchor Bible 27 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 
190. 
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hand—not an emergency. Jesus could have waited 
until sunset to heal without giving religious offense. 
But he didn’t wait.  
 
Mark says that then, “The Pharisees went out, and 
immediately held counsel with the Herodians against 
him, how to destroy him.”6 The verb here, “destroy,” 
is used deliberately by the evangelist. Jesus’ first 
miracle had also been in a synagogue. There the 
evangelist wrote, “A man with an unclean spirit . . . 
cried out, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of 
Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?’ ”7 Jesus’ 
struggle is with Satan. 
 
Unlike in Matthew8 and in Luke,9 in Mark there is no 
dialogue in the wilderness between Jesus and Satan.10 
Mark’s Jesus has no problem casting out unclean 
spirits and healing men, women, and children who 
have been afflicted by Satan. What Mark’s Jesus never 
does is coerce anyone to reject wrong for what is right. 
So, the appointed gospel for today, with its words 
about his family and the scribes who themselves have 
                            
6 Mark 3:6. 
7 Mark 1:23–24. 
8 Matthew 4:1–11. 
9 Luke 4:1–13. 
10 Mark 1:12–13. 
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chosen to be on the side of the “prince of demons.”11 
John’s gospel is famous for the evangelist’s irony,12 but 
I think I should think of Mark the evangelist as a 
master of irony, too. In Mark, no one along the way to 
Jerusalem, except “unclean spirits,” will identify Jesus 
as the “Son of God” until the centurion who has 
supervised Jesus’ crucifixion announces when Jesus 
dies, “Truly, this man was the Son of God.”13 Horrific, 
truthful, irony. 
 
I will give the lectionary editors a lot of credit for 
pairing today’s gospel with the story of the fall of 
humankind in Genesis. It’s myth, that is, a story whose 
historical origin is forgotten. That said, Adam 
Rutherford’s 2017 book, A Brief History of Everyone Who 
Ever Lived, tells us that “100,000 years ago we were all 
African . . . as far as we know.”14 Humankind left 
Africa by going west. Genesis remembers it this way: 
“[The LORD God] drove out the human”—the 
Hebrew word “’adam” here just means human at this 

                            
11 Mark 3:22. 
12 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 336. 
13 Mark 15:39. 
14 Adam Rutherford, A Brief History of Everyone Who Ever Lived: The Human Story Retold 
Through Our Genes (New York: The Experiment, 2017), 170. 
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point in the narrative15—“and at the east of the garden 
of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a flaming sword . 
. . to guard the way to the tree of life.”16  
 
This story captures humankind’s willingness to do 
what is known to be wrong and unwillingness to take 
responsibility for doing it. The human and the woman 
don’t get names until the Lord God has judged them.17 
Personal names belong to and divide a fallen 
humanity. 
 
The story doesn’t say this, but certainly implies that 
the woman herself could have said “no” to the 
serpent. The human could have said “no” to the 
woman. They both compound their sin by trying to 
hide who they are and what they have done from the 
God who created them out of the dust of the earth.  
 
Jesus said, “Whoever blasphemes against the Holy 
Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal 
sin.” In his commentary on this passage Professor Joel 
Marcus writes, “But what more precisely is for Mark 

                            
15 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1996), 5. 
16 Ibid., 15. 
17 Genesis 3:20. 
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the unpardonable sin, the blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit?”18 A question he says that has “tortured 
sensitive Christians down through the ages.”19 I think 
God knows. What you and I do know is the 
abundance of God’s mercy. Consider the two great 
leaders of the Hebrew Scriptures, Moses and David, 
both murderers. Moses killed a man himself.20 David 
had a man killed so he could marry the man’s wife.21  
 
How do we understand not just ordinary sin, but true 
evil and how it changes people? Drugs can change 
people for ever in this life, but so can God. The way 
to truth and forgiveness begins for most of us with 
two words, “I believe,” the beginning of the journey to 
eternal life. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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18 Marcus, 284. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Exodus 2:11–12. 
21 2 Samuel 11:1–26. 


