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Epiphany 4
January 29, 2012
Mark 1: 21-28
Then they entered Capernaum. When the Sabbath arrived, Jesus lost no time in getting to the meeting place. He spent the day there teaching. They were surprised at his teaching—so forthright, so confident—not quibbling and quoting like the religion scholars. 
Suddenly, while still in the meeting place, he was interrupted by a man who was deeply disturbed and yelling out, "What business do you have here with us, Jesus? Nazarene! I know what you're up to! You're the Holy One of God, and you've come to destroy us!" 
Jesus shut him up: "Quiet! Get out of him!" The afflicting spirit threw the man into spasms, protesting loudly—and got out. 
Everyone there was incredulous, buzzing with curiosity. "What's going on here? A new teaching that does what it says? He shuts up defiling, demonic spirits and sends them packing!" News of this traveled fast and was soon all over Galilee.

This time of the year when football is over, (I mean football is way over since my Packers blew it a few weeks ago and then the Niners dropped the ball, literally, last week – I refuse to watch the Superbowl) – this time of year when football is over, Sharon and I like to take in as many of the Academy Awards best picture nominees as we can and on Friday we went to the Grand-Lake theater in Oakland, one of the only places still showing Hugo in 3D, the movie that has received the most nominations this year. What a gorgeous old theatre and a great place to see a movie that is, in part, about the very early days of movies.
Computer technology has transformed movie making - and special effects in movies have gotten so sophisticated and realistic that it seems to take more and more every year to wow us. And now when we see a movie from the early days of film the special effects look kind of silly to us. In Hugo they showed how some of the special effects were created in the very first movies – there was this one scene where they were shooting and underwater film about Neptune and mermaids and such and they had all these people in crazy costumes and the camera behind and shooting through a big aquarium with fish swimming around to make it look like the actors were under water and people on ladders off camera dropping live lobsters into the aquarium that would come floating down. Very cool, very ingenious! 
While technology has transformed our reality on the movie screen, scientific progress has made us more skeptical of the reality we actually encounter, and the stories that we hear. We may go along with the fun when we watch a space alien emerge out of a person’s chest but when we read a story like today's passage from the Gospel of Mark, we're tempted to dismiss it because, well, who really believes in "demons" anymore? Perhaps, way down deep, we do fear them a little bit, or Hollywood wouldn't employ those technical advances so profitably in the occasional movie about exorcism. But we're more than a bit skeptical with this brief but powerful story that begins the public ministry of Jesus. Most of us don’t literally believe in demons anymore, so we're not sure what to think when Mark says that Jesus expels an "unclean spirit" from a person. 
But you know, not believing in demons has hardly eradicated evil in our world. And I believe there is some insight and wisdom behind these ancient stories of demonic oppression. It seems to be an ancient way of recognizing that sometimes we are caught up in forces that are not genuinely us, but are so powerful and compelling that they seem to possess us. It seems that people are not always under their own control.
In another movie we saw recently, The Help, we see people possessed by the evil we know as racism -acting so hatefully and irrationally toward fellow human beings that they seem to be totally possessed.

I remember a couple of years ago when gay marriage was briefly allowed  in California - there was a rally in support of that at the county building in Martinez and a group of fundamentalist Christians  showed up – the very same ones who hold “God-hates-fags” rallies at the funeral services of honorable gay servicemen and women killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. I went to the marriage rally with my gay neighbor and he courageously went up to some of these people and tried to have a rational, composed conversation with them as to why they believe as they do. I listened fearfully to the vicious hateful stream of irrational garbage that spewed out of their mouths not unlike the green stuff that actress Linda Blair spewed out in the movie The Exorcist. I half expected their head to start spinning around on their neck.

So when this possessed person happens to show up at the synagogue where Jesus is worshipping and teaching it is not something unusual or out of the ordinary at all – evil often shows up in religious institutions – it wasn’t that long ago that Christians ferociously defended slavery - or more recently, how evil has manifested itself in all denominations of the Christian Church in the form of child sexual abuse – and the institutional cover-up that has so often followed it.
I heard about this one little church in Kentucky, this is a true story, they got together and prayed that God would send a lightning bolt down and destroy the local whiskey distillery. And lo and behold, a storm blew up and the distillery was destroyed by a lightning strike. The church people praised the Lord for answering their prayer - until the distillery sued them for arson! And then they denied their praying had anything to do with it!
Ah churches!
I was checking out a book on my Kindle a while ago by Matthew Boulton called, “God Against Religion.”  Boulton reconnects us to the great theologian Karl Barth and his student Dietrich Bonhoeffer. These two deeply committed Christian men held that the worst thing that ever happened to Christianity (or any religion for that matter) is that it was institutionalized into a religion rather than advanced as simply a way of life base solely on Jesus teaching of loving God and loving neighbor. Bonhoeffer, in fact, argued in favor of the development of a “religionless” Christianity.
 
Religionized Christianity, he argues, sets aside love of God and neighbor in order to argue about hymn selections, who is better than the other, who reads the Bible the right away, who is welcomed to the Communion Table, who is truly saved and who is not, and who will be taken up to heaven and who will be “left behind.”. 
 
A “religionized” Christianity brought me a tearful young girl who wanted to start a new life of responsibility after giving birth to a child. She wanted to begin by having her baby baptized and making a commitment of her own to raise her child in a community filled with love and understanding. It was the moment in her life when she knew she had to grow up because now she had a child to raise. But her home church said, “No.”  They refused the Sacrament because she was unmarried and would not marry the father who was drug-addicted, violent, and no person she would want influencing her little girl. I happily baptized her baby.
 
“Religionized” Christianity is the setting where the Gospel of grace is set aside in favor of all kinds of man-made, self-serving laws, and where judgment, guilt, and rejection become more important than sharing the heart and soul of who Jesus is and what Jesus taught.
 Love God, and love neighbor.

 What would happen if we put away all the self-serving and evil nonsense that goes on in churches, and placed at the very center of who we are and what we do as a church a commitment to simply love God with all our heart, mind soul and strength; and to love our neighbors as ourselves?
 
The powers of evil would tremble!
 
Our community would be transformed!
 
We would see God at work in ways we cannot even imagine!
 
And people would be set free from “religionized” Christianity to a way of life that is filled with the grace and power of the God who made us and loves us as His very own!


