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“Power to the People” 
 

I like to start these sermon conversations with a show of hands, just because you don’t have too 

many other ways to talk back at us preacher folks: how many of you are fans of superheroes? (11: 

who’s your favorite)? 

 

While I probably will see the Wonder Woman movie this summer, because I think it looks kind of 

awesome, I have what might be a disappointing confession, maybe especially for you youth: I don’t 

really get the whole super hero appeal. Sure, the stories are fun because they are action packed: I’m 

guessing other people like it because they spend the two hours picturing themselves AS the super 

heroes, with special powers, able to throw a train off the tracks or save people from falling bridges, 

that’s pretty cool. But there aren’t nearly enough female super heroes, and so I have always felt like 

I’m being pigeonholed as a blonde girl into the “damsel in distress” role and I don’t like it. And 

because I’m usually not identifying with the superhero character, I look at the general un-superhero 

population of people, and they seem so…helpless. They flail around and look up at the sky wait 

open-mouthed like fish gaping up for someone to rescue them. 

 

But superheroes have a huge appeal right now. Half of the top grossing movies last year had to do 

with comic book super hero characters. At the farmers market yesterday, for no reason I could 

understand, someone had a sort of papier-mâché Superman costume on. So, I know this is an 

important theme for us in our society right now. Super heroes, like all fantasy stories, do engage with 

good and evil in an extreme way that maybe help us identify good and evil in our own lives. They 

also wrestle with an important battle that we each wage throughout our lives, which is understanding 

our own POWER. 

 

And this relates because understanding power is what our friends the disciples are wrestling with 

today. What was their final request of Jesus? Some words of good love and excitement about the 

future? No. It was wanting power. Jesus, will you please give us more power on this earth, and give 

us our kingdom of David back? Can we please be in charge for a while? And then the storyteller we 

call Luke says Jesus lifts off into the air like Superman, and even though he’s just told them that they 

are going to do some awesome and amazing things, and not to worry about the kind of corporate-

worldly power they are obsessed with, that they will spread the word out to the ends of the earth, 

they all just stand there looking up at the sky, sort of waiting for something to happen next.  

It’s not until some angel folks look at them and say, what are you staring at, get to work! That the 

disciples stumble around and start moving. And they don’t move very far: they go out, men and 

women alike, it says, up to a room to pray. That’s not a bad first step: but it’s not enough. Jesus 

didn’t say, sit in a room forever and pray. He said, go out and be witnesses all the way to the ends of 

the earth. 

 



Like the disciples on the one hand we battle feeling helpless, like the damsels in distress in the 

movies. So, we do nothing, which isn’t good, because like MLK Jr said: for evil to succeed, all it 

needs is for good men and women to do nothing.  On the other hand, when we try to take the reins, 

try to be the superheroes ourselves, we recognize that like that other famous quote, Lord Acton said, 

“all power corrupts.” We become more like the supervillain than the hero. We see this play out all 

the time, in a hundred different ways. Out of the too much power and too little power extremes have 

come all of our suffering. I was reminded recently through a series of podcast lectures about race 

recently that humans didn’t just “notice” skin-color and label it: humans created race and categories 

in order for people to have power, to make money and feel superior. Race was created for people to 

dominate each other. Too much power. On the other hand, powerful people since race was invented 

have not consistently used their power to stop racism from happening: exercising too little power.  

 

We on this Memorial Day weekend are thinking some about war, and people who have served: our 

veterans are in many ways our modern-day superheroes, people trying to use their strength for good. 

But war overall is not a pretty picture. They are messy battles of struggles that start from corrupt 

politicians and dictators and rich and poor countries struggling to make life work. War comes out of 

too much power and anxiety about power: out of power struggle we get the hoarding of resources. 

We get extremist groups and bombs on abortion clinics and youth concerts. We become intolerant, 

because anything “different” threatens our power.  

 

So, we find ourselves like the disciples. Like the disciples, we know in some ways we want power, 

but we get too scared to use it. But we HAVE to figure this out, since Jesus’s last words with his 

friends were that he was leaving them with power, and a mission. So, what kind of power is this, and 

how do we use it? 

 

Ironically, I’ll share one answer to this question using some examples of superheroes. 

 

I was at my friend Jerad’s house the other night: he’s a pastor over at Northfield UMC. And when I 

told him I didn’t get the whole superheroes thing, he gave me a long stare-down. I didn’t notice until 

later that his phone case is literally of the Avengers. Oops. I think I offended him somewhere deep. 

But he shared some things he loved about superheroes and how he thinks they can give us some 

insights about the faith life. 

 

He said there are two ways of looking at power with the superheroes, based on two of his favorites, 

and since he’s a pastor too, he found they lined up pretty well with the United Methodist’s modes of 

being.  

First, Spiderman. A nerdy kid who gets bit by a chemically enhanced spider gets special abilities, 

also a kid at the same time mourning his uncle. His process of understanding his new powers is like 

the process of growing in personal faith. By understanding himself and his power he learns that with 

great power comes great responsibility, and learns that bitterness and revenge are not worth it. He 

grows. Like Spiderman, we become powerful when we come to understand ourselves and our 

relationship with God and our God-given gifts.  

Author Henri Nouwen says that whether or not we know it, we are all in the ministry of healing and 

we have the power to heal, like Jesus. Maybe not in a miraculous way, although you medical 



professionals certainly are catalysts for miracles: but this power comes from just BEING. Henri 

writes, “Ministry is not, first of all, something that you do (although it calls you to do many things). 

Ministry is something that you have to trust. If you know you are the beloved, and if you keep 

forgiving those with whom you form community and celebrate their gifts, you cannot do other than 

minister. Ministry means you have to trust that. You have to trust that if you are the son and daughter 

of God, power will go out from you and that people will be healed.” We are a world with so much 

anxiety and so much uncertainty and doubt. Like how Spiderman had to learn to trust himself and 

trust his gifts, you can practice living your life with God. Sit with the fact that you are beloved by the 

creator of the universe, and in your self-assured faith you will have the power to heal our insecure 

world.  

Jerad’s other example is Captain America. Captain America is sort of like the way we see our World 

War II heroes: they represent the way we really want to be, our idealized America, where we all 

work together for a common purpose that we are quite confident about. If Spiderman is about 

personal holiness, Captain America is about social holiness. For Captain America understanding 

himself and his gifts isn’t enough: his work is all about serving the people. It’s about protecting and 

serving others. It’s the second part of Jesus’ message to us: it’s not enough to accept the power we 

have. We have to intentionally use our powers for the world, out into every corner of Rochester and 

Kasson and Minneapolis and everywhere else we may end up. 

When you trust this power in YOU, in you individually and also the plural you, in your part in the 

communities you’re in, and you choose to dwell not on all the ways you personally mess up or your 

community messes up, but dwell on how much God loves you and how much power you have to 

start a movement for good, you will become superhero powerful.  

Henri Nouwen writes: "Go out and heal the sick. Walk on the snake. Call the dead to life." This is 

not small talk. Yet Jesus said, "Whatever I do, you can do too and even greater things." Jesus said 

precisely, "You are sent into the world just as I was sent into the world--to heal, to cure." Trust in 

that healing power. Trust that if you are living as the beloved you will heal people whether or not 

you notice it. But you have to be faithful to that call.” 

So, let’s be faithful to that call, not as individuals, not alone, but as one people. Don’t wait for 

someone to save you. Don’t try to take on all the power and responsibility yourself. But find yourself 

in God, find God in yourself and in your gifts and act with your own hands and feet. And for 

goodness sake, tell stories about the female superheroes in your life. Amen. 

 


