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Today's texts each are laden with implications about POWER, especially how God's power works. Power may
not be an overt theme in them, but lies underneath what is being said in them. What kind of power is it?

Many of us who work in or for organizations here or throughout the world are only too familiar with
complaints about how power operates in themâ�¦usually referring to power that is used in dominating,
controlling ways over others. Sometimes God also is depicted as using power in such ways -- as a conquering
warrior or patriarch, reigning and dictating from on high. A power that overpowers. But a much different
sense of power is depicted in today's texts.

We are in the season of Epiphany -- when the revealing of God's power become incarnate in Jesus is the
thread weaving through each Sunday -- but what kind of power is this divine power?

The prophet Isaiah is speaking to a people living in exile after having been defeated by Babylon, the
superpower of that day (a place known today as Iraq). The people are feeling defeated, devastated, probably
somewhat despondent, trapped, without power. Not knowing what the future holds. After many lofty verses of
describing God's power as revealed through what God has created, the focus suddenly shifts: God gives power
to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. But what kind of power is THIS? Its effect is that those who wait
for it, "shall renew their strength, shall mount up with wings like eagles, shall run and not be weary, shall
walk and not faint." Words addressed not to those who are "up and coming winners" but who are
downtrodden, defeated, disempowered. God's power working in an through people like you and me, living in
times of one downturn after another, when we realize we are not in control. In times like this, to wait
expectantly is spiritual audacity, gospel foolishness.

The Spirit of God is the inexhaustible, ever-creative power of God, ruling not by controlling power but
through powerlessness. Indeed, God overturns our human notions of what power is. God-in-communion with
us, in relation with us, rather than only outside or above us. A God who identifies with, is with us in our
weakness and brokenness. That is gospel, that is pure graceâ�¦here in the OT, not just in the NT.

In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul struggles to convey how this power of the gospel operates -- a power that
somehow comes from beyond him, but that enables a deep kind of connection with where and who people are.
A self-emptying for the sake of others, for the sake of deepening relationships, restoring community. A
relational power is at the heart of who God is and what is gospel -- restoring us to community with God and
one another. A power that heals, overcomes all those demons that pit us against or separate us from each
other. Power in which the wellbeing of the other is enhanced. And yet in these very same verses, Paul also
lapses into using words like "winning" or "saving," suggesting that he still is captive to other power
assumptions. Indeed, one could cynically read this whole passage as a marketing ploy to gain members -- be
all things to all people. Yet the solidarity Paul is getting is much different than that.

Thirdly we come to Jesus as depicted in Mark's gospel. This is one of a series of so-called healing miracles
near the beginning of this Gospel, in which his followers are continually confounded trying to discern what he
is about. Taking this brief portion by itself, at face value, the reader could readily deduce that he was primarily
a healer and exorcist. But look again at how Jesus' power is depicted -- not as otherworldly, or even
miraculous, but as conveyed through ordinary human touch -- he came to Simon's sick mother-in-law, took
her hand and lifted her up -- a healing that restores to communityâ�¦.even though the writer seems a little to
eager to suggest that she immediately began to serve the male disciples, without taking any time for
convalescence.
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And so the crowds come, pressing upon Jesus to heal and cast out demons, and he withdraws to get
perspective before moving on -- to not only embody but also "proclaim the message" -- through word and
touch -- gospel that transforms how we see God's power --- in powerlessness, in how we see human power --
in the deepening of relationships. It's not a triumphal kind of power, at least from where we stand today. It is a
power that somehow come from beyond, operating inspite of ourselves yet through us.

God as the breath (ruach). giving life, enlivening all that is, in tangible real ways yet in ways that can not be
pinned down, in ways that are deeply intimate and utterly transcendent -- gospel, grace, transformation. Best
communicated through symbols and stories, including this one:

"The People Who Could Fly"
(Otis Moss III, Dec. 31, 2006; now senior pastor, Trinity United Church of Christ, Chicago)
"There is a story that has been passed down from West Africa to the North Atlantic. It is the story, a unique
story, of the people who could fly. Depending upon whom you're talking to, it is a little bit different,
depending upon who is telling the tale.
The story takes place in St. Johns Island, just off the coast of South Carolina, as Africans who had been
mislabeled slaves are toiling in the hot sun. They are working so very hard to pick cotton. There is one young
woman and beside her is her small boy, maybe six or seven. She's working in the fields and she has such
incredible dexterity that she is able to pick cotton with her right hand and caress the forehead of her child with
the left. But eventually, exhausted by working so hard in the fields, she falls down from the weight and the
pressure of beingâ��in the words of Duboisâ��"problem and property." Her boy attempts to wake her very
quickly, knowing that if the slave drivers were to see her the punishment would be swift and hard.
He tries to shake his mother, and as he's trying to shake her, an old man comes over to him. An old man that
the Africans called Preacher and Prophet, but the slave drivers called Old Devil. He looks up at the old man
and says, "Is it time? Is it time?"
The old man smiles and looks at the boy and says, "Yes!" And he bends down ands whispers into the ear of
the woman who was now upon the ground and says these words: "Cooleebah! Cooleebah!"
At that moment the woman gets up with such incredible dignity. She stands as a queen and looks down at her
son, grasps his hand and begins to look toward heaven. All of a sudden they begin to fly. The slave drivers
rush over to this area where she has stopped work and they see this act of human flight and are completely
confused. They do not know what to do! And during their confusion, the old man rushes around to all the
other Africans and begins to tell them, "Cooleebah! Cooleebah!"
When they hear the word, they all begin to fly. Can you imagine? The dispossessed flying? Can you imagine
the disempowered flying? Three fifths of a person flying? The diseased flying? The dislocated flying? They
are all taking flight! And at that moment the slave drivers grab the old man and say, "Bring them back!"
They beat him, and with blood coming down his cheek, he just smiles at them. They say to him, "Please bring
them back!"
And he says, "I can't."
They say, "Why not?"
He said, "Because the word is already in them and since the word is already in them, it cannot be taken from
them."
The old man had a word from West Africa, cooleebah, a word that means God. It had been placed into the
heart of these displaced Africans and now they had dignity and they were flying.
Ah, is it not the job of the church and the preacher? No, we are not called to make people shout. No, we are
not called to make people dance. No, we are not called to have our bank accounts fly. No, we are called to
make sure that the people of God fly! Fly from breakdown to break through. Fly from hurt to healing. Fly
from heartache to being mended to a whole person. We are called as a people to ensure that those who have
been marginalized have a word in their spirit that allows them to fly. And the question is: are we a part of a
church, are we a part of a ministry that causes people to fly?
Isaiah says it: "They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength. They mount up with wings as eagles.
They shall run and not get weary. They shall walk and not faint."
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Yes, that's a bit like what God's power is like, as it works in and through us.
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