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Real Authority 

By Rev. Msgr. Kevin T. Hart 

Regardless of one's political persuasions, the inauguration of the President of the United 
States is always an impressive display of pageantry. Basically, it is a ceremony that marks 
the transfer of power and authority from the outgoing president to his successor, who 
swears to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States. At the stroke of noon, 
the power and authority of the highest office in the nation silently passes from one 
President to his successor. Even should a President be elected to a second term, the 
inauguration must be observed because the power and authority of a President is not 
something personal, but derives from the office to which he has been re-elected.  
 
Leaders of countries, corporations, organizations, societies and even local clubs, as well as 
leaders of religious organizations, are given an authority that is not personal. It is not 
derived from some inherent personal quality, charism, strength or ability. Rather, it is an 
authority that is invested in the office to which a person is appointed or elected. 
Nevertheless, those personal qualities, charisms, strengths and abilities play an important 
role in how that authority is exercised. While the office gives the authority, the way that 
people accept authority depends a great deal on the leader's personal integrity.  
 
The word "integrity" implies a unity between a person's inner thoughts and outward 
actions. It implies cohesion of the leaders' public actions and their private lives, a cohesion 
between one's private behavior with the behavior that is expected of or demanded from 
others.  
 
Today's Gospel account (Mark 1:21-28) contrasts these two types of authority. Jesus claims 
no office, either civil or religious, and yet the people at the synagogue recognized that Jesus 
spoke with authority, "not like the scribes," who held an office which entailed the authority 
to explain the scriptures. What did Jesus say to them that conveyed the authority of His 
preaching?  
 
This account is from the very first chapter of Mark's Gospel. The only public words that 
Jesus has spoken up to this point are, "Repent, and believe the good news." He had not yet 
made a name for Himself. As yet, He has performed no miracles. He came into the 
synagogue with no reputation other than that He lived in Capernaum and was a practicing 
Jew. After His Initial proclamation to repent, Mark places Jesus in the synagogue at 
Capernaum, Jesus' home base. What did He speak about? Most likely, a fuller explanation of 
what He meant by the word "repent." Jesus must have spoken with personal conviction 
about the necessity to turn away from evil. It was this conviction that let the people see that 
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He spoke with authority, not with the authority of an office, but rather an authority that 
sprung from His inner integrity.  
 
Of course, we know what the people in the synagogue did not know: Jesus, as the Son of 
God, as the Messiah, needs no office. The power and authority with which Jesus speaks, is 
derived solely from His relationship to the Father. But in this account Jesus clearly manifests 
His true authority by confirming in action what He spoke about from the people. If He was 
speaking about repenting from evil, what better way to confirm this teaching by casting out 
a demon, to which His hearers would ascribe the basis of all evil actions. He manifests that 
cohesion of what He says with what He does.  
 
As disciples of Jesus we share in His power and authority, a power and authority that does 
not spring from ourselves, but which is given to us through our Baptism. Because we share 
In HIs ministry we are endowed with the power to forgive, to be compassionate and 
merciful, to preach the good news by word to our children and family members, to confirm 
that power by the way we act. The challenge of a disciple is the challenge of integrity: to let 
our actions to and for others confirm who we truly are. One of Pope John Paul II's favorite 
proclamations was to "be the people we truly are." Let's be on the watch for those 
situations in which there is some gap between who we are and how we act. And by closing 
that gap, help to make real the Kingdom of God. Jesus only planted the seed. It is up to us to 
bring that seed to harvest.  
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