Proper 16C 2010
Luke 13:10-17

“The Devil you say!”

I have been seeing advertisements recently around town for the new movie, The Last Exorcism. Well, all I have to say is thank goodness! It is about time that we have seen the last of exorcisms. I remember when the first in a series of demon possession movies, The Exorcist, came out in 1973. I went to see it on the big screen in a theater in Boston. None of this local cinema stuff. I wanted the full on affect. Well, as the movie intensified, several people got up and walked out. And I don’t think it was because they didn’t like the movie as in walking out of the movie, Dinner for Schmucks or the classic 1964 bomb, Santa Claus Conquers the Martians. People were leaving out of fear. They were scared. They believed in what they saw.
I think it is time that we finally put away exorcisms and demon possession not only in the movies (remember it is only a movie) but in real life too. I don’t believe that people are possessed by the devil or other worldly demons for that matter. I definitely believe that we are possessed by demons, but they are of the psychological type not spiritual type. Just think of the things we used to do in the past to those persons whom we thought were “possessed by the devil” but since, we have learned that these persons were simply mentally ill.
I have been to Salem, Massachusetts where innocent people were tortured and killed out of hysteria for being witches. I have sat many times on benches in Boston Common which is situated in the middle of bustling downtown Boston where in the 17th century people whose sin was being Baptist but were charged with being the voice of the devil were hanged by the Puritans. People were hanged for believing and making comments about God, Scripture or faith that were a lot less controversial than what I have just said in the first few minutes of this sermon. Innocent people were, essentially, murdered because they were believed to be possessed by Satan. So, isn’t it about time that we put this concept of people being possessed by the devil to rest? And certainly, can’t we all agree that the devil or demons don’t afflict we, humans, with diseases? But even before we go down that road, I do want to make something clear which should already be absolutely clear to everyone here this morning. And that is God doesn’t afflict humanity (people), individuals with disease.

God does not impose illness or disease on people. God did not send the Black Plague to kill people; God did not afflict some child in Children’s hospital with neuroblastoma; God did not send AIDS to us; nor does God kill 5 million Africans (mostly children) from malaria each year. The only justification for such belief is the concept that by inflicting such ravages upon individuals God is trying to teach us something, help us grow in faith and get closer to God. But that is just poppycock! First of all, I don’t think God’s method of bringing us into relationship is to punish us into belief. If for no other reason, this just doesn’t work. If I know that, certainly God knows that.
Secondly, if afflicting us with disease is God’s method of teaching us lessons however good they may be, I would just as soon remain ignorant. My comment to God would be,  “Look, God, I don’t need to get my religious high school diploma. I am fine staying forever in the 9th grade if it means I stay disease free. I will gladly give up sickness for ignorance.” 
Do we have such a choice? If not, then what kind of image do we have of God? Do you really think that God frustrated with our free will to choose to believe turns around and forces us to have faith through disease? If that is the case, then my response to God is: Thank you, God, for the Grand Canyon, beautiful sunsets and good luck with the Apocalypse. And I am out of here.
Let me be clear though. I do believe that we have the opportunity to grow closer to God through suffering, pain and tragedy in life. That is called redemption to me. But I firmly do not believe that the disease, suffering or tragedy is caused by God. And I certainly don’t believe that it comes from the devil.

Now, if you are wondering why in the world am I talking about this, it is because hidden in today’s gospel lesson under the obvious lesson of the Sabbath was made for humanity and not humanity for the Sabbath is an important insight into the author’s theology. Note that the woman whom Jesus healed and thus was the reason for the obvious theme of God’s healing at any time and any where is the belief that the devil has the power to inflict disease on people. The woman in the lesson was crippled by the devil. It just seems all too obvious to me that like blood letting and other (by today’s standards) crude past medical techniques the early Christians had no answer for this woman’s infirmity. And when we don’t understand something, our tendency, as humans, is to find a scapegoat to blame. And most often we find a scapegoat in the nebulous world of spirits because then we don’t have to understand it. Spirits are extraterrestrial; they play by different rules; they are more powerful than we are. We are at their mercy. You see, then we can have an answer as to why our child was born with a hole in her heart or why there was a famine or the reason horrible things have happened to us in our lives. It is the devil! And hey (we shrug our shoulders) what can we do? Nothing! As for me, I would rather live with not having an answer than falsely blame the devil, God, demons or spirits. And this is because we have harmed more people through false belief than simply saying we don’t know.
I don’t believe in exorcisms. I don’t believe in demon possessions. And since I don’t believe in hell either, I see no reason to believe in the devil. I mean from a very practical point of view if there is no hell, then where does the devil live? Is he homeless?

I don’t mean to be sarcastic, and yet let’s put to rest so many false beliefs all based upon fear and ignorance. First, the entire concept of hell comes the middle ages. It is a creation of Florentine resident Dante Alighieri, and the Church bought his fantasy lock, stock and barrel mostly as a result of the plague. There is no belief in such a hell in Jewish scripture or thought. If there is to be any original source, it is from Zoroastrianism.
In addition, the entire belief in the devil as being Lucifer once God’s favorite angel who rebelled against God taking with him a legion of other angels is NOT in scriptural canon. It comes from a non-canonical writing from 300BC called the Book of Enoch. Here is where you will find all sorts of stories of Lucifer, his fallen angels and strange spiritual revelations. The Book of Enoch was rejected by Jews and subsequently all Christian denominations except the Ethiopian Christian church AND apparently thousands of western Christians who don’t check out the origins of religious urban myths. All of us-----ALL of us----have heard the story of the devil being cast out of heaven. Well, now you know that it didn’t come from the Bible. So………why do you believe it? Do you likewise believe what is said in the First Book of Adam and Eve? How about the Gospel of Mary Magdalene? How about the Book of Eldad and Moldad (no it is not something from Mormonism)? Or the Ladder of Joseph? All of these are non-canonical Jewish or Christian texts of which we have never heard and to which we wouldn’t pay any attention whatsoever. So why do we pick and choose from the Book of Enoch? Why do we pay attention to certain passages about the devil in the Book of Enoch? It seems to me that it is out of fear and unknowing.

I don’t know why Jeffrey Dahmer did what he did. Nor do I know why Manson did what he did or Castro or why parents abuse and mistreat their own children? Is it evil? Of course! But evil isn’t a spiritual being.  Evil exists, but again, it is not a spiritual being or god or fallen angel or alien.
The Book of Enoch talks about God wiping out 80% of the fallen angels----demons, but then surprisingly God leaves the remainder. Why? Think about it. Why would God allow a devil to exist? For those who do believe in a devil, certainly you must believe that God is more powerful than the devil. As a matter of fact, the Book of Revelation even states that eventually God will kill off the devil. So obviously God has the power to do so. Then, if God has the power, then why hasn’t God done so already? Why is the devil allowed to exist? The only answer that I can come up is the somehow the devil is doing God’s work. Really? Listen to what we are saying. God is allowing a totally evil god to exist to torment us in order to……….to what? Make us better Christians? Again, like I have already mentioned, I don’t know how anyone can believe in a God who does that. So, again, is this some sort of good cop/bad cop routine between God and Lucifer?

Can you see how ludicrous this all is? I have told you before the story of when I was in my first church in a small town in North Georgia. After one “fire and brimstone” sermon I delivered, an older woman approached me in the receiving line after the service and gleefully said to me, “Oh, I just love it when you spank us.”

Some of us like to be spanked. It relieves our guilt if we feel God punishes us. And since God is all goodness and thus by definition in whom no evil can exist, then the devil is the one who spanks us (with God’s approval) and then God swoops in to forgive us and we feel good. I think this has more to do with our projected image of God as a result of our relationship with our parents especially our fathers.
And then there is the belief in progressive Christianity which professes that all humanity is good. But if this were true, don’t you think we would be better by now instead of a hair’s breath away from The Lord of the Flies? So, if we are all good, then there has to be some reason why there is evil in the world. So, bingo, Yatzee-----the devil! It can’t be God. Then who is to blame? The Book of Job blames the devil. The Gospel of Luke blames this woman’s evil infirmity likewise on the devil. Yes, Flip Wilson was right: The devil made me do it.
Again, in my theology there is no such thing as devil possession or the devil or hell. However, there is evil. Evil comes from us. I don’t believe that humanity is inherently good. We are not inherently bad either. We have the potential to go either way. We are……..basically….human.

Yes, we can create evil to the point it can take over us as individuals and societies. To me it is like credit cards. Using credit cards can get to the point where they seem to take over our lives. We charge and charge things beyond what we can pay, and for many, they can’t stop. We all know what it is like to be controlled by something which exists because we created it. Thus, I believe in demon credit cards, but I don’t believe in a credit card demon. I believe in demon greed, hate, anger and selfishness, but I don’t believe each of these is a demon. But at one time (and probably in various pockets within the Church today) a specific demon from Lucifer’s devilish army was assigned to these vices. I just don’t believe this.
My theology comes down to this. I believe Jesus when he states that God loves us and wants the best for us. I believe that Christ’s death put an end to sin for all eternity. And thus, I just can’t believe in a God who torments, afflicts, inflicts us with things from disease to tragedies. Again, imposing pain on people may get them to profess belief and get them into church, but it does not initiate faith or render respect. And it has nothing to do with love. Love doesn’t afflict. Rather, it gives and sacrifices in order that all suffering can be conquered. This is radically different from devils, evil spirits and possession. Again, why would a loving God allow these evil spirits to exist? What purpose do they serve? Unless, of course, you believe they exist outside of God and thus God has no power to control them. But then you have to respond to the dilemma of a God who is not all powerful. I don’t think we want to go down that road.
A couple of weeks ago I had my annual physical. The good news is that I am in perfect health. All my blood work and numbers are great. So, I said to my doctor, “If I am in such great health, why do you want me to take a statin pill each day.” He said, “Because I want you to stay in great health.” “But, wait,” I protested, “I exercise regularly; I eat healthily; I don’t smoke and I don’t chew and I don’t go with the girls that do. So, why do I need to take a pill. Won’t these things keep me in good health?” He shook his head no. “It is great that you do these things. Certainly keep it up. But the truth is cardiovascular disease, high cholesterol, and high blood pressure are a result of genetics. I have had vegans come here with cholesterol high off the charts, and I have had people who eat every meal at Roscoe’s Fried Chicken and Waffles who come in with no cholesterol problems at all. Take your statins.”

As I left his office, I thanked God for my doctor and for modern medicine. God always works for goodness and well being for God’s children. And then, after this brief prayer, I ate a lunch of devilish French Fries and a Bacon, Lettuce, Tomato sandwich with mayonnaise, avocado, and cheese. Yummy!
I am possessed. What can I say except: Got to give the devil his due. 
PAGE  
1

