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Tony Campolo, in his book, The Kingdom of God Is a Party, tells the story of how "The Reject Prom" got started. It all began with John Carlson, a young Lutheran minister in Minnesota, who believed that senior proms were too exclusive to be Christian. They were reserved for the beautiful and the popular and the dating, and they left out those whom "the system" deemed rejects and losers. 

Is there anyone more lonely and depressed than the many high school young people on prom night who haven't been invited to the party? Pastor Carlson planned a party for these people. He called it the "Reject Prom." It was especially designed for those who didn't have dates, and it was held the same night as the senior prom. 

The first one proved such a blast that it made the senior prom seem tame and dull by comparison. Once the Reject Prom got started, no one could stop it. 

"The party began to get press coverage. Timex Corporation gave watches to the kids who attended." Other companies joined in until those who attended the prom were inundated with a cornucopia of gifts and treats. 

It wasn't long before some of the young people who could get dates and go to the senior prom decided to join the "rejects" at their party. (Campolo, The Kingdom of God Is a Party (Dallas: Word, 1990), 39-40.)

What a wonderful illustration of the Kingdom of God. A place where it doesn’t matter who you are ... or what you’ve done ... or how popular or unpopular you might believe you are ... here is a place where you are welcome ... 

In our Gospel reading this morning, Jesus is teaching in a synagogue. The people are amazed at what they hear. And then ... Jesus spots a reject right there in the middle of the church. 

Listen with your heart to the first chapter of Mark, verses 21-28. 

21 They went to Capernaum; and when the Sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught. 

22 They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 

23 Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 
24 and he cried out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God.” 

25 But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!” 

26 And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. 

27They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” 

28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 

This is the word of our Lord.Thanks be to God!

Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts, be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Okay ... maybe you’re not excited about the actual game being played this evening ... but are you eagerly anticipating those exciting and provocative Super Bowl commercials? 

Yea ... that’s what we’re waiting on ... we want to see The Real Thing! We want to see a little baby boy who can actually talk and make stock trades on his own computer! We want to see chimpanzees conducting business while smoking cigars! We want to watch a Dalmatian being the personal body trainer for a huge Clydesdale horse ... and this year ... you get to don 3-D glasses and watch Monsters vs. Aliens. 

Of course ... none of that is “real.” But it’s fun to think that those things can actually happen. 

We might not usually like watching commercials on TV ... but when they can entertain us and make us laugh ... hey, that’s great.

Unfortunately, real life isn’t always so funny. Real life is rarely like a funny commercial or a tear jerker movie in which everything works out in the end and everyone lives happily ever after. Not in the real world. 

In the real world ... people are hurting ... people are suffering ... people are hungry ... and if you really think about it ... we, too are out there in the real world ... and we’re all looking for something real for their lives.

Let’s look back at our story from Mark. No doubt about it ... Jesus is impressing those people in the synagogue. He’s definitely not your usual run of the mill monotone rabbi reading from the Torah ... no ... Jesus makes that dry parchment come to life. 

He skillfully connects the words on paper to the lives of the people in a way they have never experienced. And they are amazed at his teaching.
But ... did you spot that other person out there in the congregation? You know the one. The strange one. You’ve seen him around town. Sometimes he talks to himself. He certainly doesn’t dress very well. No one bothers to sit near him. That’s because people like that ... you know ... unclean ... really shouldn’t be here anyway. There’s probably a rule for that. Of all the times to walk into this church ... why does he pick the time that this great man 

is teaching. He’s a reject. And he doesn’t belong here. I sure hope the ushers can keep him quiet.

Guess what ... we still have rules for those kind of rejects today. There are so many people “OUT THERE” that we don’t know what to do with. You know them. Some of them just want our money so they can continue to buy whatever it is that keeps them sane ... like drugs, alcohol, whatever. 

Some of them are ashamed of something they’ve done in their lives ... maybe they abused or cheated on a spouse, whatever . .  and they want us to make them feel good all over again ... 
and then there are those who walk from church to church because they are homeless ... some for the first time in their lives ... but let’s face it, we’ve all got money problems these days. 

Seriously, what can we do to help someone when we can’t even balance the budget of the church? And, of course, there are always those who don’t look like us ... or dress like us ... or have different taste than we do ... or live in the wrong part of town ... why would they even want to come here ... to this church ... surely there is a place where they can go besides in our pews. Let’s face it ... they’re rejects.

But Jesus spots that lonely man ... that reject ... out there in the congregation that day. And the man isn’t silent ... He starts to make a scene right there in the middle of church. And yet there is purpose behind his actions and words  ... I believe he wants something that no one has been able to give him ... a peace of mind ... a release from the fears and terrors that hold him prisoner. 

Is he is possessed by an actual demon ... maybe ... but all the same, for whatever reason ... he came into that particular church on that particular day. Coincidence? I don’t think so. On that day ... that particular day ... a reject walks into a church because Jesus Christ is there. And something happens ... I think it’s a miracle . . .because I really doubt he would have gone there 

if Christ hadn’t been present. 

No ... something draws him into that place ... where he experiences the transforming love and power of Jesus Christ. And ... for a brief time ... that church becomes a church for rejects ... and a lost man’s lonely journey comes to an end in a loving and unconditional relationship with Jesus Christ. And on that day ... God’s Kingdom in this world grows just a little bit more.

I don’t know what happens after the people go home that day ... I don’t know what happens the next time those church doors are opened ... but I will tell you this ... as long as Jesus Christ is present in that church ... it will continue to be a church for rejects.

How can you spot a church for rejects? It’s a church ... much like this one ... where you see and witness the love of Christ in the eyes of its people. It’s a church that is real ... a church that is in touch with the hard realities of this world and makes itself open to all ... no matter who “all” might be. 

It is a church where Jesus Christ is present. It is a church that will probably draw in the “rejects” 

because, like the man with the unclean spirit, such people know that what they are looking for ... can be found here. In a Church for Rejects ... in a church where Jesus Christ is the REAL THING ... someone in need can reach out and be touched by the hand and Spirit of God.

If you really take some time to wrestle with this text ... I believe you will find that we are all rejects in one form or another ... and a church where Christ is found is precisely what we need as well. 
As someone pointed out, “The healing of the person from an unclean spirit can represent many kinds of healing needed in this world. People need healing from demonic possession, from guilt, from mental illness, from unsustainable lives, and from broken relationships. Jesus shows us that all these are in obedience to his power to heal.”  (The Rev. Kevin Massey, Director – Lutheran Disaster Response)

In a few moments, you will be invited to come to this table ... a table for rejects ... a table in which all are welcome to come taste the promise of God’s Kingdom ... a kingdom in which all are welcome ... the broken ... the lost ... the sad ... the lonely ... the rich and the poor ... the healthy and the sick ... those with doubts and fears ... the powerful and the homeless ... because all are welcome to God’s table for rejects. 

I hope when you come to this table ... and taste of the bread of life and the cup of salvation ... that your eyes will be opened ... that Jesus Christ will enter your life in a powerful way ... so that all who come to this church ... Columbia Presbyterian Church  ... will know and experience the love this church has for all people ... even rejects ... a church where Jesus Christ is present and alive ... a church of healing ... of restoration ... of renewal.

Honor those whose loving spirit nurses hope, restores and heals,

Towel and basin used in service like the Christ who comes and kneels;

In the tending, in the mending, may we see the right and fair,

In our common quest for wholeness, heal each other by our care.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

