
Epiphany 4, Year B 
Jan. 28, 2018 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
I once went to war with Starbucks over $30.  
In retrospect, it may not have been the wisest use of my time. 
But it was the principle of the thing.  
 
It happened this way: 
For Christmas one year,  
my brother-in-law gave me a $30 Starbucks gift card. 
I was delighted, because I love Starbucks. 
I usually get a grande soy latte.  
And at $4 a cup, plus tax,  
my gift card was worth about six soy lattes.  
 
But when I went to redeem my first of those anticipated lattes, 
the barista told me 
“Sorry, there’s no money on this card.  
It hasn’t been activated.”  
I said, “Well that’s wrong. Of course it’s been activated.  
My brother-in-law gave it to me for Christmas. 
Please fix it so it works!” 
 
But the barista said there was nothing he could do about it.  
He didn’t have the authority to fix it. 
If I had a complaint  
I would have to call the corporate Customer Service line  
to get it straightened out. 
 
I did. And the Customer Service person could not have been nicer. 
“I am so sorry,” she said to me. “Of course we will fix this. 
Just send us the sales receipt and we’ll send you a new card.” 
I explained that I couldn’t do that, 
that the card had been a gift, 
so I did not have the sales receipt.  
“Oh,” she said. “Well in that case, there’s nothing I can do for you.” 
 



I was incredulous.  
My brother-in-law paid $30 for this card, 
and you’re telling me it’s worthless 
because of something one of your employees failed to do 
in the activation process? 
That’s nothing but Starbucks stealing $30 worth of coffee from me, 
coffee that I am entitled to! 
That’s not right!” 
 
She attempted to mollify me.  
She said she could send me $10 worth of coffee coupons. 
“Ten dollars?” I asked. “But the gift card is worth $30.  
What about the other $20?” 
She said she was sorry,  
but she was not authorized to offer me more than $10. 
 
I asked to speak to her supervisor.  
I was put on hold, and in a few minutes a supervisor came on. 
Again, I walked through the whole story, 
how the card had been a gift, and I did not have the receipt. 
I wanted them to believe me, and help me.  
I also pointed out that I was a good customer, 
easily spending $30 or more a week in their stores. 
Therefore they should apologize and send me a new $30 card.  
 
She said she understood my frustration,  
therefore she would add another $5  
to the amount the customer service rep had offered me. 
She could send me $15 in coffee coupons.  
 
I said that wouldn’t do. I wanted the full $30 worth. 
She said she was sorry,  
but she was not authorized to give me that much.  
“Then let me talk to YOUR supervisor,” I said.  
No, she said. There was no one else I could talk to. 
The buck stopped with her.  
She was authorized to send me $15, I could take it or leave it.  
 
I did not take it. 
I did not believe there was NO ONE in the entire Starbucks corporation 



who had the authority to make this right 
and to give me $30 worth of coffee. 
I went online and I searched and I searched, 
but they keep the contact information  
for Starbucks corporate executives  
pretty well hidden.  
It was nowhere on their website. 
 
At last, I found the name and the email address 
of the president of Starbucks. 
It was in the unlikeliest of places. 
It was on an environmental group’s website.  
They wanted people to write to him about  
coffee bean growing conditions in South America.  
I just wanted to tell him  
he was going to lose a valuable customer, 
someone who spent hundreds of dollars in his stores every year, 
all because of six cups of coffee  
that no one was authorized to give me.  
 
A couple of weeks went by, 
and then one day I got a letter from Starbucks. 
It came from the vice president of marketing. 
In it, he said my email had been forwarded to him, 
and he apologized for the run-around I had gotten. 
He agreed that it was senseless to lose a good customer  
over such a small amount.  
And inside was a gift card … for $30! 
I immediately ended my Starbucks boycott.  
All it took was finding someone with the authority  
to ignore rules that weren’t working, 
and to make something happen! 
 
I imagine that the people on that long-ago Sabbath day, 
recorded in our Gospel lesson this morning, 
found it equally refreshing 
to at last stumble on to someone like Jesus.  
He, too, was in the unlikeliest of places: 
a little backwater town called Capernaum, 
in the middle of nowhere.  



Here was someone totally unlike those mealy-mouthed scribes, 
who I bet could probably go on for hours 
hemming and hawing,  
and never really saying anything with much substance.  
They weren’t authorized to vary too much  
from what they had been taught 
about all the rules. 
There are a lot of rules in the Torah 
And they didn’t always serve people well.  
Sometimes, people wound up serving the rules  
rather than the other way around.  
 
Then along comes Jesus, whose approach to scripture was far different. 
Mark never tells us just what Jesus said to them. 
But whatever it was, it was amazing. 
Evidently, whatever he said hit people hard 
with a sense of truth and significance  
that they weren’t used to hearing from their leaders.  
 
Jesus opened their minds in new ways. 
Just as Jesus’s “word” of invitation  
enlisted his first disciples in life-changing commitments, 
so now his “word” elicits a deep response in his hearers.  
 
Then, in the middle of this extraordinary sermon, 
Jesus is confronted by a man with an unclean spirit.  
Now, today, we’d be more likely to believe  
the man had a medical condition 
or a mental illness. 
We would not assume that his convulsions  
were caused by demon possession. 
But in Jesus’ day, the reality of such forces was taken for granted.  
And whether we think it was a demon Jesus encountered that day, 
or something else, 
Mark makes it clear  
that the power of God was stronger, 
and that Jesus had the authority to manifest that power.  
He did so time after time after time.  
 
 



Theologian Karl Barth has observed that  
no matter how many miracles Jesus performs 
one thing remains constant in all of them: 
Jesus’ miracles all cast some new light on the human condition. 
They are never to show off.  
They are never for self-glorification, 
never something glitzy just to prove who he was. 
 
No, whenever Jesus performed a miracle 
it was always, always, always 
in response to some human need. 
 
From this, Barth says, we can draw a number of conclusions. 
First of all, this says to us that God is interested in humans. 
Nowhere does God’s love for us burn brighter 
than in the stories of Jesus’ miracles. 
 
Secondly, it says that God is at our sides,  
and that all that causes us suffering  
is painful and antithetical to God. 
God is with all who suffer. 
Jesus defied the powers of destruction that enslave humans, 
be they demons or be they something else. 
 
And lastly, the miracles Jesus performed  
convey to us God’s free grace. 
All the healing miracles are acts of Jesus’ love and care, 
and the free grace he came to bring to the world.  
 
This free grace given in Jesus  
underlies all our efforts today  
to heal and bring relief to those who suffer. 
As Scripture says, “We love because he first loved us.” 
 
We trace our own faith back through the long story of Israel,  
and we hear in today's reading from Deuteronomy  
the same promise they heard long ago,  
of a prophet who speaks in the name of God,  
a prophet who speaks with authority.  
To us, Jesus is that promised one. 



 
But the good news is, we are to carry on. 
Jesus has authorized US  
to be his hands and feet in the world today. 
He has authorized US –  the church –  
to comfort those who are suffering, 
to bring about healing to those who are sick, 
to proclaim and enact the Kingdom of God that Jesus has brought us. 
 
In every age, in any setting,  
words can easily become just words. 
Rules can easily become unworkable and broken.  
But words, spoken in the name of God, have power 
and can, like the words of Jesus, make things happen.  
 
Undoubtedly there will be many words  
spoken from many pulpits today. 
But let us pray that some of those words  
will lead to transformation, 
that some of those words  
will make things happen.  
May people be amazed, 
not just by what they think they see, 
but by the reality they encounter  
in God’s love made known, 
made manifest, 
right before our eyes.  
And may each of us be activated 
to do that which we are called to do.  
Amen.  
 


