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Luke 4:14-21

“An Out of Bounds God”

O God, our light and our salvation, show us the splendor of your promises.  Whether we find comfort or discomfort in your ways, send your Spirit to strengthen us as we follow.  Amen.

When today’s story from Luke opens, Jesus has just survived the devil’s temptations in the wilderness and is returning to his hometown to preach.  It’s his inaugural address, so everyone is really excited to hear what he has to say.  But it turns out his inaugural address is not want people want to hear, and boy do they let him know it.  If you think Obama’s poll numbers have fallen quickly and dramatically, he’s got nothing on Jesus.  After the sermon he preaches for his hometown crowd, Jesus’ poll numbers are at 0% favorability.

Luke 4:21-30 

Then he began to say to them, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, "Is not this Joseph's son?" He said to them, "Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, 'Doctor, cure yourself!' And you will say, 'Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.'" And he said, "Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet's hometown. But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian." When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff. But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. 

 I have found sermons to be funny things.  What I may think is a good sermon turns out to be a dog, and what I think is a so-so sermon can get an amazing amount of praise.  The hardest sermon to preach is the one that needs to be heard, but no one wants to hear it.  That’s the position Jesus finds himself in today.  He’s preaching a sermon that needs to be heard and is consistent with the Jewish scriptures, but no one wants to hear it.   And boy do they let him know it.

Jesus has gone back to his hometown, which is always awkward.  It’s hard to preach to people who taught you in Sunday School and witnessed your teenage years.  I know this, because I’ve done it.  Imagine any of the children here coming back in 20 years to preach to you.  You’ve witnessed their baptisms, watched them in Christmas pageants, seen them grow up, and (rarely, of course) seen them be slightly ornery.  It would be hard to really take them seriously.  
The folks in Jesus’ congregation are in that situation.  They know all about Jesus.  They’ve known him since he was “yea big”.  “Joseph’s boy”, they call him-which is affectionate and endearing, but the phrase clues us in to the fact that they don’t have the full picture of who is preaching to them.  Yet like any good church family, they’re excited to hear one of their own, and they’re proud of him.  They’ve also heard rumors that he’s a good teacher and preacher and gets lots of praise from people who hear him.  Finally, they think, something good will come from Nazareth and we’ll get to prove all those naysayers wrong.
So here they are, eyes fixated on Jesus, when he stands up to read from Isaiah.  Now, we don’t know everything about Jewish worship at that time, but from what we do know we can be fairly certain that what Jesus did that day was customary.  He would have stood to read the scripture-which in this case is from Isaiah.  The Hazzan, or assistant, would have handed him the scroll on which it was written.  He would have read it in Hebrew.  After this he would have sat down to interpret the reading, in other words to preach, and he would have preached in Aramaic.
Everyone loved hearing the scripture reading.  To have heard those words from Isaiah would have been music to the Nazarene’s ears:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” Jesus reads.

“Because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor,

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind,

To let the oppressed go free,

To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

The oppressed go free?  The captives are released?  Those words have been sweeter than honey.  God is speaking to me, and it is good news indeed.  That’s how the Nazarenes felt.

The Nazarenes were poor people, mostly farmers.  They carried heavy debt, they were losing their farmlands, and the government was corrupt.  Nazarene had a reputation for being a real backwater town.  Nothing good came from Nazareth; at least that’s what people assumed.  So when the Nazarenes heard Jesus proclaim these words from Isaiah they were thrilled to finally hear some good news.  Good news to the poor?  That’s me!  Release to the captives?  Right here!  Recovery of sight to the blind and letting the oppressed go free?  Finally!
And to top it all off, Jesus tells them that this is the year of the Lord’s favor-the Jubilee year.  That would have been icing on the cake.  The Jubilee year was a Jewish tradition celebrated every 50 years, and it meant that all debts were forgiven, all slaves were freed, and all foreclosed land returned to their original owners.  Halleluiah praise the Lord!  Can you imagine how thrilled they must have been?  All spoke well of him, and they were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth.

But then Jesus sat down and preached the worst sermon ever.  And they hated what they heard.

So what in the world did Jesus say?

In short, Jesus told them that all that good news they just heard wasn’t only for them.  It was for everyone.  And not only that, but sometimes all those other people-all those people you don’t really like-are recipients of God’s favor before you are.  Sometimes, God helps all those people you don’t like, or you don’t think are deserving of help, before God helps you.  Well, who wants to hear that?  Not me.

He reminded them of Zarephath and Naaman, outsiders whom God healed.  The Nazarenes knew these stories, but they’d never put two and two together to realize that God healed the outsiders before the insiders.  And they didn’t want to hear that.  They didn’t need Jesus telling them that God chose to heal the Syrian leper and Lebonese woman before them.  After all, Jesus is one of their own.  He’s supposed to be on their side.  He’s not supposed to root for the opposing team.

It’s not often I can remember a sermon I’ve preached from a previous year, let alone 2, 3  or 4 years ago.  Truth be told, sometimes I can’t remember what I preached two weeks ago.  But I remember when I preached on this passage three years ago, because it was just after Shawn Hornbeck had been found in Michael Devlin’s apartment, which is down the street from my house.  And in that sermon I said that Jesus’ harsh words to the Nazarenes would be similar to someone preaching in Shawn’s hometown about how release to the captives applies to Michael Devlin, too.  I also said in that sermon that it made me sick to my stomach to say that.
But sometimes when your encounter with the Gospel causes a knot to form in your stomach and drives you to point a finger at God and have it out with God, well that’s when you know you understand the story.  This is one of those stories.
This is no therapeutic Jesus who pats little children on the head.  This is a bold antagonistic Jesus who makes preemptive strikes against the Nazarenes, the Sadducees, the Roman rulers, the priests and scribes, Democrats and Republicans, Socialists and Capitalists, and anyone else who assumes they are in God’s favor at the exclusion of others.

After 9/11, some preachers were bold enough to say that maybe we Americans shouldn’t be so self-righteous; maybe the finger of blame should be pointed at us.  Some of them even said we should pray for the Muslim extremists.  Most of those preachers got a whole lot of flack for saying those things.  Just recently someone commented to me that when she went to church after 9/11, the preacher said words to that effect.  And she was really upset by it, because she didn’t think it was right.  “I didn’t go to hear some political message or that,” was what she basically said.  “I wanted to hear God’s Word.”

Well, sometimes that is God’s Word, whether we like it or not.

The harsh good news that Jesus preaches today says that we cannot put human boundaries on God’s grace.  We are recipients of God’s grace, but it is not up to us to decide who may or may not receive it.

Flannery O'Connor wrote a short story by the name of "Revelation" which opens in the waiting room of a doctor's office, where the smug Mrs. Turpin is chatting amiably with a stranger to pass the time. The stranger's surly daughter Mary Grace sits nearby reading a book, significantly called "Human Development."

As her conversation shows, Mrs. Turpin feels a tremendous degree of self-satisfaction regarding her own position in the world. Her caste classifications boil down to race and ownership of land; as she and her husband Claud own a house and a little land to raise pigs on, she considers herself obviously superior to people who own only a house. And since she is white, she considers herself superior to any blacks, regardless of how much property they own. But here her classification system breaks down. She cannot figure out what to do with people who have a lot of money but are common, or who have "good blood" but have lost their money and have to rent. What she is really saying, however, is that she cannot figure out how there could be anybody who is in any way superior to herself.

Inevitably Mrs. Turpin's reflections break out into speech; she says feelingly, "If it's one thing I am, it's grateful. When I think who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, I just feel like shouting, 'Thank you, Jesus, for making everything the way it is!' It could have been different! Oh thank you, Jesus, thank you!"
 
At that moment Mary Grace apparently cannot stand this self-congratulatory blather any longer, and hurls her book at Mrs. Turpin, hitting her in the eye. Mary Grace then lurches across the waiting room, clamps her fingers around Mrs. Turpin's neck and begins to choke her. Mary Grace is subdued and falls into some kind of fit. Mrs. Turpin leans over her and asks her, "What have you got to say to me?"

"Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog!" says Mary Grace.

Because Mrs. Turpin sees this as a message, she has to incorporate it into her world-view, and this is difficult. "How," she asks God later "am I a hog and me both? How am I saved and from hell too?"
In O’Connor’s worldview, both of these things are consistent.  O’Connor believes Mrs. Turpin-who has filthy views of people she considers outsiders, is a hog, just like the ones she raises.  But O’Connor also believes that grace saves Mrs. Turpin, despite her opinions of other people.

In the synagogue that day, Jesus threw the book at the Nazarenes, just like Mary Grace threw a book at Mrs. Turpin and he confronted them with God’s radical grace that knows no bounds.
Fred Buechner once suggested a little spiritual exercise to alert ourselves to the discomforting breadth of God's scandalous grace. Buechner said, "The next time you walk down the street, take a good look at every face you pass and in your mind say: Christ died for thee. That girl. That slob. That phony. That crook. That saint. That damned fool..." ¹ 
The preacher Fred Craddock wrote that “Jesus does not go elsewhere because he is rejected, he is rejected because he goes elsewhere.”  Today our story ends with the simple words: “And so he passed through the midst of them, and went on his way.”

He went on his way bringing good news to the poor and proclaiming release to the captives, giving sight to the blind and letting the oppressed go free. He went on his way. He went on his way healing the sick and embracing the outcast and eating with the sinner. The hometown crowd wasn’t satisfied, but he still went on his way. Which means, of course, that he went on his way to Jerusalem, before another crowd, up another hill.  He went on his way, the way of the cross.

Here, so early in Luke’s Gospel, you and I are invited to see both the stretch of God’s grace and the truth of our own self-righteousness.  Which isn’t the message we want to hear, but sometimes it’s the message we need to hear.
Amen.
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