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Late last Wednesday night, the actual Fourth of July, 
 one of the old movie channels aired the movie 1776. 
The movie is based on the musical 1776, which opened on Broadway in 1969,  
 and won the Tony that year for the best musical.  
  In it the members of the Continental Congress tremble, 
   dance and sing over whether a messy confederation of feuding states 
    should risk trying to defeat  
     mighty England and its armies of redcoats,  
      the best trained army in the world. 
1776 is by no means a great or even very memorable musical,  
 but as a New York Times theater reviewer wrote, it was the only play 
  he could recall that even came close “to treating seriously  
   a magnificent chapter in the American history."i 
Three years later, though, when the film was made,    
 a major cultural shift was underway in the United States.  
The film 1776 wasn’t nominated for an Oscar,  
 and lost the Golden Globe for best movieii to Cabaret,  
  a far more cynical, foreboding, and even prophetic musical work 
   that still has useful things to say about power.   
 Just a few months after the awards ceremonies, 
  the Watergate hearings began probing   
   whether the Nixon administration had obstructed justice 
    in the burglary of Democratic National Committee headquarters. 
     Impeachment hearings took place the following year, 
      and soon after that Nixon resigned as President.  
 The country was in no mood to enjoy congressmen 
  singing and dancing about whether democracy  
   could survive in the face of power employed corruptly. 
 
The gospel and epistle for today both raise questions 
 about power and authority, their use and their misuse. 
When I was growing up in church 
 the minister often used the phrase “God Almighty,” 
  in prayers and preaching, as did church members. 
Our opening hymn today refers to God as “Almighty,” 
 and references God’s might in the form of creation,  
  comparing thunder clouds to war chariots. 
But actually, the word “almighty” is not a strong biblical term. 
 It’s used with God in the Bible only a very few times. 
  It’s the Church, not scripture, that has promoted the idea of Almighty God.  
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At least one theologian has suggested that we ought to stop  
 calling God  “Almighty” for good and all. 
  Because God, although powerful beyond all thought,  
   is simply not very interested in “might.” 
 
All our texts this morning speak to the hidden-ness of God’s power.   
 In the reading from Ezekiel, the prophet is assured by God 
  that God will be with him such that the people  
   will know a prophet has been among them.  
Why would such a thing need to be said, though?  
 Then it hits you that the people must not be taking  
  God’s prophetic presence in their midst seriously.  
   They just don’t credit that God is present at all. 
Don’t worry, says God to Ezekial,  
 this time I’ll make sure they get it, 
  which would really worry me if I were Ezekial. 
 
In the portion of Paul’s letter that Brian read,  
 Paul is fighting for his authority, too.  
The situation of the church in Corinth has gone from bad to worse. 
 Corinth, remember is a sophisticated port city 
  and easy for other Christian preachers and leaders to get there.  
Paul has gone but other leaders have arrived 
 and accused the absent Paul of having no real authority,  
  no credibility as an apostle. 
 They have told the congregation that Paul doesn’t see visions     
   or receive revelations. 
  His speeches are feeble, and his physical presence , 
   well, really. Look at him! He’s common in every way.   
    And he’s sickly to boot!iii 
The visiting preachers carp about all Paul’s flaws 
 then throw in that he is such a crummy evangelist  
  he hasn’t even hit the church up for money! 
 
In our reading for today, Paul responds to these accusations  
 with intense sarcasm, saying it’s true he has no academic degrees,  
  no one is re-tweeting his Twitter feed,   
   he has no hoards of followers on Facebook,   
          no best-selling book or block-buster blog. 
 But fourteen years ago he had one heck of a vision— 
  which he then won’t talk about.  
If his detractors want him to boast, though, he can boast! 
 He boasts about an earnest prayer for healing--that was rejected! 
  Not just once but again and again! 
He boasts about a helplessness, a weakness so complete  
 he’s been forced to rely utterly on someone other than himself. 
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He boasts of a relationship with Christ  
 made more real by illness and hard times. 
  Because it is in hard times  
   that Paul was able to rely of Christ the most. 
God’s power is not hidden, says this story, it is evident every day. 
 It’s just that God’s power is in the places where we seldom look. 
 
In the gospel story Jesus situation is a lot like Paul’s. 
 He’s rejected by his townspeople for not having the “right credentials.” 
He’s been teaching in the synagogue, 
 and his teaching and physical presence, unlike Paul’s, 
      are unquestionably powerful and authoritative, 
   So much so that his neighbors are taken aback 
          by his deeds of power and wisdom.  
But despite what they can see and hear, or maybe because of it 
 they can’t accept him as an authority figure. 
  He can’t possibly be worthy of regard— 
   because they know him too well. 
 
It reminds me of my tenth high school reunion  
 and how I felt about a guy I’ll call Jack. 
As a kid jack was boney with wide-set eyes and pale wisps of hair. 
 At the reunion he was tall and blond 
  looking great in an expensive suit and, 
       were his eyes really that blue  
    all those years ago in high school? 
He had become a television weatherman and something of local personality  
 in a Midwestern city. 
  By his clothes he obviously made a lot of money. 
I wanted to be happy for Jack, and it might have been easy 
 If he had been especially deserving or gifted, 
  but he was a really ordinary guy. 
Given that his family had been better-off than most to begin with, 
 there was something kind of offensive about his designer suit 
     and five hundred-dollar shoes, his tan,  
   his blond bond hair and all that prosperity. 
 
Jesus neighbors were offended.  
 He was commonplace to them. 
  They knew all kinds of things about him as a kid, 
    whether he fit in or had a far off look in his eye; 
     whether he was funny or talkative or athletic, or awkward.   
      They knew his sisters and the boys they had married. 
          How could Jesus be special or important?  
      How could he be any different now?  
 



4 
 

And now it’s Jesus turn to be astounded. 
 But unlike Paul he doesn’t launch into sarcasm,  
  or even try to defend himself. 
He won’t force himself on anyone, ever, 
  by dazzling them with signs of power. 
  He doesn’t want the kind of temporary loyalty  
   that comes with performing feats. 
  And he doesn’t want the same old relationship either. 
       He wants much, much more… 
    and this day in his hometown, he can’t have it. 
     So he simply goes on with his work of teaching and     
      sending out his disciples to teach and heal. 
 
The town people’s skepticism has a daunting effect on what he can do. 
 And that’s not mysterious, really. 
  You would expect a hostile community to have a negative effect, 
        especially if he’d been looking for affection. 
It makes sense that Jesus can’t accomplish much with people  
 who refuse to have an altogether new and deep relationship with him. 
    To people who think they have Jesus pegged and  
   who want no relationship with him,  
    he is powerless indeed. 
Or if you are tired of the word relationship, call it a “partnership.” 
 One commentator has said “The realm of Jesus’ power, 
  the realm of God’s power is in partnership with us.” 
 
Jesus in this story and God in our lives  
 does not force this partnership  
  by dazzling us with wonderful deeds;  
   there is no “might” involved, and never will be. 
For one thing dazzle doesn’t work. It doesn’t last. 
 But more than that, a partnership has to be entered into freely 
  or it is no partnership at all. 
This partnership isn’t equal but it is actual, 
 and it is the key to the question of why  
  God’s power seems remote or hidden or even not there. 
   We hide it from ourselves. 
 
At times when we are strong and all is well,  
 who needs to rely on faith? 
Maybe we are seduced by the illusion of our own power,  
 by economic prosperity, by professional or personal success,  
  by being used to doing things alone, call it what you will.  
But in a crisis, in the dark, when we are helpless or hurt, or angry, 
 or overwhelmed or exhausted, uncertain, afraid, or alone 
  we are more able to see the truth about our dependence on God. 



5 
 

 
Paul isn’t saying weakness is a good thing. 
 It’s just a truth that when we are weak  
  God’s strength becomes finally becomes evident to us. 
And, yes, God’s power and strength don’t usually show up  
 on the nightly news, because the nightly news is the place  
  where the world parades its broken relationships,  
        not its whole ones.  
 
But God’s power is on display all the time.  
 Right here is where I want some breath-taking story to share 
  to back up what I’ve just said, 
   some tears-in-your eyes tale that will leave every one of us  
    feeling reassured and ready to look for God more actively. 
And I don’t have it, but some of you do. 
 Some of you in this room right now 
  are remembering some conversation or prayer or event 
   that brought you newness or a healing,  
    that uncovered an injustice,  
     or changed you and opened you  
      to a partnership with the God who is always with us 
       and always at work. 
 Wherever you are in the room, may God bless your memories 
  and your awareness of what happened to you.  
 
For the rest of us I offer the rather strange tale 
 of the way a president of the United States and a movie mogul 
  took a scene out of a mediocre musical. 
When the musical 1776 was a hit on Broadway, 
 the cast was invited to the White House to perform it for President Nixon. 
  Prior to the performance, a White House staff member was dispatched to  
   New York to ask the director to remove two songs.   
  One was sung on the battlefield by a dying soldier, 
   perhaps the most moving ballad in the show, Called “Momma, Look Sharp” 
    —remember, it was the middle of the Viet Nam War. 
  The other was a song sung by the ultra-conservative set  
   of continental congressmen, called 'Cool, Cool, Considerate Men'. 

 It depicted Revolutionary War–era conservatives as the villains in the 
  show as power-hungry men focused solely  
   on maintaining their own wealth.iv 

   The director refused to make the cuts, both songs stayed in,     
    it was performed at the White House,  
     and Nixon, gave 'Cool, Cool, Considerate Men' 
      a standing ovation. 
But once the film was made, Nixon asked his friend Louis B. Mayer 
 to cut 'Cool, Cool, Considerate Men' from the final edit. 
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  Mayer did, and ordered the film of that scene with the song destroyed. 
   Even the trailers of the movie,  
    which had already been released and which highlighted the scene, 
     were pulled, re-edited, and re-issued.  
      That’s how much a couple of very powerful men  
       didn’t want other people to hear a song they didn’t like. 
But someone whose name is not famous disobeyed and kept a copy. 
 When the film was re-issued in an anniversary version decades later  
  the scene with the song was put back. 
I had heard the story, and so I stayed up late on the Fourth of July 
 to watch the restored version of the movie. 
  The soldier’s ballad “Momma, Look Sharp” still makes me cry.  
   'Cool, Cool, Considerate Men' by contrast is really not a very good song;  
    it’s clunky and overdone, but it’s crucial to the plotline.     
      
What is power? Is it the ability to force other people to do what you say?  
 Is it the ability and the willingness to do it? 
  Or is it the ability and willingness not to do it? 
   The answer is “none of the above.” 
    Too many people are thinking in just those ways right now. 
 
Standing in opposition offering them something else are biblical voices that say 
 force, and even the resistance of force, especially if it is violent, 
  force and resistance don’t add up to true power or authority. 
   Force and violent resistance don’t even work. 
 
What works is reliance on the powerless power of God,  
 who is here and working in the places we’re not looking; 
  who brings life and renewal continually  
   without notice or fanfare. 
You probably noticed the lines in the opening hymn about God’s might. 
 But did you hear that God’s keeping of the world 
  is in the air, the light, the dew, the rain? 
   That God’s mercies are tender and they are never failing and    
    will be with us until the end? Is that part of the hymn you heard?  
Beloved, God’s power does not look like power.           
 If you want to respond to the present moment with power you are not listening. 
  And God’s triumphs over wrong do not look the way we want them to.   
    Ezekiel and Paul and Jesus just told us that God’s triumphs  
    are not going to be recognizable most of the time.   
     But they are taking place right now, every day 
      and we can awaken every day,  
       allow God put us on our feet  
        and be ready to partner with God 
         for love, grace, justice and hope. AMEN   
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i Canby, Vincent (1972-11-10). "New York Times review". Movies.nytimes.com. I found the comment on 
Wikipedia!  
ii This was 1973 
iii Scholars have suggested the illness might have been anything from malaria, something called Malta 
fever, epilepsy, convulsive attacks, to chronic eye infections, depression, or even  intense regret over his 
violent past as someone who persecuted Jesus’ followers. 
iv This description was adapted from the Wikipedia article about the film 1776 and can be found at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1776_(film).  

                                            


