“Where’s the Energy in the Church?”

Luke 4:14-30
“I thought it would be all churchy, but there’s an energy here.”  Those are the words of a 30-year-old professional, a regular attendee of ‘Theology on Tap.’  The Archdiocese of Washington is conducting an experiment in evangelism. They’re trying to reach out to young adults—the 20- and 30-year-old group who have mostly left the church.  Every Wednesday, they meet at Lulu’s Bar, and the young people are loving it.  They come in droves to meet new people, sample the brew, and most of all to talk about God.  Hence the name ‘Theology on Tap.’  There seems to be a deep hunger in this generation, a longing for God and spiritual meaning.  And for many young adults, they seem to find it at ‘Theology on Tap.’  “I thought it would be all churchy, but there’s an energy here.”
In this morning’s scripture reading, we hear that Jesus was teaching and preaching throughout Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and the story says, “He … was praised by everyone.”  The people loved it.  They came in droves with a deep hunger and longing for God and spiritual meaning.  And they tapped into the energy they were looking for in the words and ministry of Jesus.

In our story this morning, Jesus returned to the synagogue of his youth and stepped up in front of the men and women who watched him grow from a boy to a man.  They handed him the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, and Jesus began to read.   “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because [God] has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind; to let the oppressed go free.  [And God has sent me] to proclaim The Year of the Lord’s Favor.”

Now, at first, the folks of Jesus’ childhood congregation spoke well of him.  “That sounds like a real fine message, helping the poor and blind.  Why, Joseph and Mary have sure raised themselves a fine boy!”  But their opinions soon changed.  As the story continues, Jesus makes it clear the good news he brings is not just for them, the hometown folks, the insiders, but also for outsiders, non-Israelites, folks who were normally viewed as the enemy of Israel.

There was something about Jesus’ preaching and teaching that was magnetic to the crowd.  There was an energy in his ministry that attracted thousands of followers.  But it’s interesting to note that this same energy that was so attractive to the crowd was absolutely offensive to those already in the synagogue, the good churchy folks.  And in today’s second scripture reading, we catch a glimpse of the offensive.

Today’s scripture readings are sort of the thesis statement for the whole gospel of Luke.  In today’s passage, Jesus is declaring his vision for his ministry.  Jesus comes to bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind.  “No problem there,” say the churchy folks.  “Somebody needs to help all the poor oppressed people out there in Israel.”  But then Jesus makes it real clear just how broadly offensive the depth and breadth of his ministry will be.  And he does this by reminding them that this is the way the God of Israel has been all along.

In the time of Elijah, God’s love and grace, God’s forgiveness and benevolence were extended—not to an insider, not to a law-abiding decent upright Israelite—but to a no-good, dirty, rotten foreigner, and a heathen no less.  Instead of providing food for an Israelite widow, God provided food for one of Israel’s enemies.  And in the time of the prophet Elisha, there were plenty of lepers in Israel.  But God healed Namman, a Syrian, and a general in the Syrian army, an army that often fought against Israel.

Well, talk about providing energy!  Jesus electrifies the hometown folks of Nazareth by proclaiming his ministry, his love, his grace, his forgiveness, is not only offered to those within the synagogue (or church as the case may be), but to everyone, including outsiders and foreigners, and even enemies.  And that was a little more energy than the home folks were looking for, and as the story concludes, Jesus barely escapes being thrown off a cliff.

Now, we might ask, “Why didn’t the folks in Nazareth recognize the energy in Jesus’ ministry as the power of the Spirit of God?”  Well, they might ask us, “Why do you fail to recognize the energy in Jesus’ ministry as the power of God’s Spirit in your day?”

I read an article a while back that I believe hints at the answer.  It’s a story that gives us a grounding in what I believe is the very essence of God’s energy.  It was the story of a man who spent 11 years in prison for a crime he didn’t commit.  Ronald Cotton was convicted in 1984 of raping a young college student.  And he was convicted primarily on the weight of the victim’s testimony.  But in 1995, DNA tests proved without a doubt that Ronald Cotton could not have committed the crime.

During the event, the young girl had studied every facet of her attacker’s facial features, the shirt he was wearing, and every identifying trait.  She was determined to remember this man, so she could later identify him.  Based on her description, the police drew a sketch of the perpetrator.  Based on that sketch, the girl picked Ronald Cotton’s photograph out of police records.  Based on the photograph, she picked Ronald Cotton out of a police lineup.  But each step of the way—sketch, photograph, lineup—the actual memory of her attacker began to fade and was slowly replaced by the face of Ronald Cotton.

Here’s the point: A captive to her anger, blinded by rage, oppressed by the weight of the atrocity committed against her, the young girl refused to consider any possibility that Ronald Cotton might be innocent.  And based largely on her testimony Ronald Cotton was convicted and sentenced to life in prison.

When she was told of the indisputable DNA evidence proving Cotton’s innocence, the young girl was crushed.  “I look back and I think,” she later said, “in 1988 I got married.  In 1989 I went to Europe.  In 1990 I had triplets, and the whole time Ron was in prison.”

In 1997 a meeting was arranged between Ronald Cotton and the young girl.  They met in a church.  The young girl said, “Ronald, I am so sorry.  There is not a minute in any day that goes by that I am not sorry for what happened.”  And Ronald Cotton said to her, “It’s OK.  I’m not angry at you.  I forgive you.”

In this morning’s reading, Jesus says he comes to proclaim, “The Year of the Lord’s Favor.” In the Old Testament, that’s The Year of Jubilee.  In the Book of Leviticus, there is a law that every fifty years all debts were canceled.  All land that had been lost to foreclosure was returned to the original owner.  All debts were forgiven.

The young girl who was forgiven by Ronald Cotton was eventually able to forgive the man who did attack her.  “I had to forgive him after Ron forgave me,” she said.  “It wasn’t easy.  It took a lot of praying and walking and crying.  I don’t think I ever could have gotten to that point if it hadn’t been for Ron.  He taught me the power of forgiveness.”

The power of forgiveness is the energy Christ brings to the church, for it is the power of forgiveness that offers the power to change.  Jesus brings the power and energy to change hate into love, contempt into acceptance, and alienation into reconciliation.

But change is scary because change calls for facing our fears, so we can be freed from its oppression.  Change calls for confronting our anger, so we can be released from its captivity.  Change calls for opening our eyes to the blindness of our own prejudices, and biases, and stereotypes, so we can see and accept people for who they really are.  You see, Jesus not only comes to free the poor, blind, oppressed, captive outsiders out there.  He also comes to free and transform us churchy folks like us, so we can learn to love and embrace outsiders too.
There’s a deep hunger in our world today, and it’s not only at Lulu’s Bar.  And this hunger transcends the generations.  It’s a longing for God.  People are looking for love, and genuine fellowship, and spiritual meaning, and purpose in life.  And I believe they will only find it in God’s grace—God’s unconditional love, favor, and forgiveness offered to everyone.
Forgiveness is the essence of what we are about as a faith community.  The power of forgiveness is what has kept the Christian Church alive for 2000 years, and here’s the key: We are the people who are empowered to forgive because we have been forgiven.  God’s grace is the energy that young folks are finding at Lulu’s Bar, and hopefully, it’s the energy that visitors experience when they come to our church.  For you see, when you find a place where grace and love and forgiveness abound, well, that’s when you know you’ve found a place where change is possible.

My friends, if that is what we are about as a faith community, if grace is the energy in this churchy building, then we have something very special to offer when people come here seeking God. 

Let us pray:

Today, O Lord, may the power and energy of your Spirit blow through the doors of your church opening our eyes, and freeing our spirits, and unlocking our hearts to your love and grace for everyone.  Today, may we proclaim your Jubilee.  O Lord, today, empower us to change.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

January 23, 2022
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