
Chapter two occurs on the following 
Sunday. George Crear meets me at the 
sanctuary doors following the service. 
“Reverend Mother,” he says, “There is a 
woman here who has been waiting for 
you.” I tell George that I am happy to 
meet with her but it will have to wait 
until I have greeted everyone as they 
come out of the sanctuary. As an after-
thought, I tell George, “Tell her there 
are no funds available for assistance.” 

After the last hugs have been given 
out, George is waiting. “She insists on 
talking with the pastor.” So I round the 
corner in all my sacred regalia, and there 
sits the woman: coat, hat, suit-case. 

She looks at me and asks incredulously, 
“You are the pastor?” “Yes, I am and I 
remember you too,” was my reply. She 
asks again for hotel money, and I am 
consistent in my reply. But this time, 
rather than argue with me, she puts 
her hands up and gives me the evil 
eye. Then, she stands and does her 
voodoo again. By this time, George is 
by my side. I tell her that she will have 
to leave. She gathers her suitcase, but 
at the door, she turns and zaps me one 
more time for good measure. Unsure of 
what is happening, George and I watch 
her from the windows. She stops at the 
bottom of the sidewalk, turns towards 
the building and begins to deliver her 
pox on us one more time. I move to 
walk out, and George grabs my arm. 
“Ohhhh, Reverend Mother, you do not 
want to get in the middle of this,” he 
says. As I open the door, I say, “I’m not 

Covenant Word

Baptist ChurCh of the Covenant

2117 University Boulevard, Birmingham, AL 35233  |  www.bcoc.net  |  205-328-0644

There is a new T-shirt slogan that I am 
adopting: Mr. Rogers didn’t prepare me 
for the people in my neighborhood! It 
feels particularly true when Antonio 
shouts a few select words at our nursery 
workers, or Ms. Jackson pokes her head 
above all the booths at Chicken Salad 
Chick to tell me of her latest malady, or 
I am called by an anonymous wife who 
wants to verify that the condoms found 
in her husband’s truck are the same 
ones that we put on “The Take What You 
Need Fence” when even she intuitively 
knows that what she found is clearly not 
a generic, health department condom.

One of my favorite neighborhood 
stories has two chapters. The 
first begins with a typical day 
in the office. Josey alerts me 
that there is someone in the 
lobby who is in need of prayer. 
So I head down the steps and 
encounter a woman wearing a 
heavy coat even though it is a mild day. 
She has on a matching hat, and she is 
pulling a suitcase. I introduce myself, 
and it is not too long before she makes 
it clear that she is not in need of prayer. 
She is in need of money for a hotel room. 
I explain that we do not have sufficient 
funds to help her. She insists. I tell her 
again, “There is no money.” As if I were 
dense, she repeats her whole story and 
concludes with growing intensity that 
I provide her lodging for the night. I 
suggest several shelters and hand her 
a brochure that gives the addresses 
and phone numbers of each shelter. But 
again, she demands that I give her the 
money necessary for a hotel room. I tell 
her that I can give her a bottle of water, 
but that is all. She is clearly not happy 
with me. And when I leave for the day, 
the unopened bottle of water has been 
left in the lobby.
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Possessed
Jeremiah 1:4-10; I Corinthians 13:4-8a, 14a; Luke 4:31-41

Mr. Rogers didn’t prepare 
me for the people in my 

neighborhood!



afraid, but you watch out that window to be sure!” 
So I stand on the porch of the church, absorbing all 
of her incantations so that the rest of you can study 
your Bibles in peace. You really do not pay me enough!

Later, when I have returned 
to my not-so-brave-
mediocre-self, I reflect on 
the irony that the church 
is the place that we bring 
our most demon possessed 
selves. Even though the 
church is deemed as holy 
and set apart for sacred things, the church also acts 
as sanctuary for those who are haunted and for those 
doing the haunting. In fact, I believe that church is 
the best place to support one another in escaping 
and in conquering the hold that unholy things have 
on us.

This is what is going on in the Luke passage read 
earlier. Jesus walks away from his home congregation, 
whose extreme reactions of rejection lead us to 
believe that they have fallen prey to demons. His 
next recorded stop is the synagogue in Capernaum 
where he comes face to face with a demon. 

One of the most fascinating parts of this passage is 
that in the synagogue and then later in the healings 
that occur in the gathered crowds, it is the demons 
that know who Jesus is. The whole gospel message 
might be simplified this way: “Those who are crazy 
call him the Holy One; those who are sane put him 
to death.” (Barbara Lundblad ”A New Kind of Authority,” Day1.
org, 2-1-97) When no one else has a clue to his identity, 
the demons always know. They recognize Jesus’ 
authority. They cry out, “We know who you are! You 
are the Holy One of God, God’s Son.” And they obey 
Jesus, coming out of the bodies they inhabit leaving 
the persons free and without harm.

The encounter between Jesus and the demon is such 
a dramatic event that not one word of Jesus’ teaching 
is remembered. Whatever it was, it is astonishing to 
those listening, says the gospel writer, but even then 
no one thought to write it down. Oh, we know about 
Jesus’ teachings from Matthew’s Sermon on the 
Mount and from Luke’s parables, but we will never 
know what Jesus taught in Capernaum that triggered 
the encounter between Jesus and the demon. We 
only know how he taught. “He taught as one who had 
authority, and not as the scribes.”

That’s another odd detail. Authority is exactly what the 
scribes possess. They can claim the authority of written 
words passed down through many generations. They 
have the authority of tradition. They have the prestige 
of religious leadership and the authority of clerical 

position. But somehow, 
what Jesus teaches holds 
more authority, surpassing 
all the claims that a scribe 
has permission to make.

Suddenly, right in the 
middle of His teaching, 

comes a wild, disruptive voice. It is disjointed and 
crazy. “Where are the ushers,” we wonder? “Who let 
this man in?” “Is the security team on high alert?” He 
shouts out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of 
Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?” The plural 
use of “us” has scholars perplexed. Most say that the 
man suffers from multiple-personality disorder. While 
that could be, and we will never really know, I want 
to pose another idea. What if this one demon making 
such a racket, represents all the other demons who 
are present that day? For whatever reason, they 
aren’t screaming for attention, but then, they don’t 
have to because this one is representing them all.

This makes me a little uncomfortable, as it leads me to 
believe that if there are many demons present in that 
congregation in Capernaum, then there might also 
be multiple demons represented in this congregation 

at any given time that we gather. Maybe you have 
experienced this in Sunday School or committee 
meetings or at quarterly business meetings. Just 
when it seems as though things are going smoothly, 
the crazies come out to hijack the meeting. Or, for 
instance, the pastor announces her retirement, and 
suddenly, committee members fall by the wayside, 
resignations fill the in-box of the Nominating 
Committee, the back row of the sanctuary fills with 
those who are ready to ease on out of the church doors 
permanently. The refusal to acknowledge grief and 
separation comes out in a vying system that sounds 

When no one else has a clue 
to his identity, the demons 

always know. They recognize 
Jesus’ authority. 
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The encounter between Jesus 
and the demon is such a 

dramatic event that not one 
word of Jesus’ teaching is 

remembered. 



like this, “I know you’ll come back to do my funeral!” 
“I know you’ll come back to baptize my children.” “I 
know you’ll come back to officiate at my wedding.” “I 
know you’ll come back to dedicate my baby.” Please 
forgive my bluntness, but are you crazy? Have you 
lost your minds? Is this not the ultimate possession 
of all?

My dear Covenant, my gratitude is immense for the 
obvious ways we have connected over these years, 
but it is not necessary for us to possess one another! 
While it has been and will be my great privilege to 
stand with you at graveside and for marriage vows 
and as you begin your families … and while Lloyd 
and I desire to return to Covenant for worship at 
some time in the future, in all fairness to you AND 
TO THE NEW PASTOR, this cannot happen until you 
have devoted yourselves to loving, accepting and 
encouraging the new pastor so much, that they feel 
confident and secure enough to invite us to come 
back. When I first considered this, I thought, “Oh 
Sarah, that is a lot to lay at a new 
pastor’s feet,” but truthfully, it is 
totally dependent on you to dig 
deeper inside so that you exhibit 
love that is…

…patient and kind; neither 
jealous or boastful, arrogant or 
rude; Love that does not insist 
on its own way; is not irritable 
or resentful; never rejoicing 
at wrong, but rejoicing in 
right. For love bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things. …Make love your aim….

…because love just might be the only thing that can 
keep demons from possessing you.

This demon possessed man walked right into the 
sanctuary that day in Capernaum. No one asks if 
he had taken his medications. No one checks in to 
see how he’s feeling that particular day. No, he just 
walks in and sits down. How? Because he looks just 
like everyone else. He isn’t foaming at the mouth or 
convulsed with outward spasms. No, he looks and 
acts just like everyone else and probably without 
even planning to, the demon inside jumps up to 
confront Jesus. Aren’t there times when you have 
wanted to stand in confrontation to the words being 
taught but didn’t because you were afraid, you were 
uncomfortable, you lacked courage … all demons 
in and of themselves. So while the congregation 

cannot remember what Jesus taught that day, they 
do remember how he rebuked, strongly reprimanded, 
the demon, and it came out.

Maybe you are like me. I hear this story and put 
as much distance between myself and that man 
– denying that I am similar in any way. But then I 
remember how I feel justified in poking the bruises 
I’ve received. I pick at the scabs from my wounds and 
because I am not quick to move on, a certain sort 
of possession comes over me. That’s when I see the 
resemblance. I see it when illness is more attractive 
than new life. I see it in the way I love to massage 
old familiar grudges, rather than do the hard work 
of forgiveness. I see it in the ways I allow fear to 
paralyze me, to defeat me, rather than rehabilitating 
weakness into strength. I see it when my objective 
is to possess a relationship as “mine,” rather than to 
allow grace to hold us loosely together giving room, 
for growth. I see it in my broken inability to not just 
seek healing but to acknowledge that I even need 

it. And yet, Jesus delivers healing 
anyway. 

Isn’t this what really intrigues us 
about this story? Jesus shows 
up where we least expect God 
to be. God doesn’t shy away 
from brokenness or despair. God 
isn’t defeated by poor choices or 
frenzied words or divided loyalties. 
Instead, God draws nearest to us 
in those fragile moments to cast 

away whatever keeps us from being whole. God does 
not leave us no matter how bad it gets. It’s God’s 
job to stay present and to keep being God: creating 
whole worlds out of total chaos, breathing life into 
piles of dust, taking the unfathomable wreckage of 
our lives, demons and all, and making something 
whole and healed out of them. (Barbara Brown Taylor, 
“Messengers,” Gospel Medicine) The way that we can be 
assured of this is to come to this table where we 
remember that God loves us so much, God gave his 
only son. We remember how Jesus gathered with his 
friends in order to share a meal. They were all there: 
those who were angry and disillusioned; those who 
were clueless; and those who loved him. While they 
were at the table, Jesus took the bread. He blessed 
the bread; he broke the bread, and he shared the 
bread with his friends.

I see it in the way I 
love to massage old 

familiar grudges, 
rather than do 

the hard work of 
forgiveness. 
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