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Sermon: January 31, 2010 
4th Sunday After Epiphany C 
Lessons: Psalm 7:1-6; Jeremiah 1:4-10; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30 
 

You Can’t Go Home Again 
 
It was in September of 1977 when I moved into an apartment in the Hyde Park 
neighborhood of Chicago. I was filled with excitement because I was about to embark 
on a new journey in my life as a student at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. 
I wasn’t sure where this journey would lead me, but I knew that I as following that inner 
call to become a minister in the Lutheran Church.  
 
I remember clearly moving my things out of the family home in Lake Villa for the last 
time. I remember the mixture of anticipation and concern as I moved from the suburbs 
into the heart of the city. I also remember thinking that this was the last time I would 
ever live at home, for a new phase of my life had begun. 
 
There is an old saying by Thomas Wolfe that says, “You can’t go home again.” And 
there is a certain truth to that statement. For many people, when they have left home for 
a long time, it often difficult to go back. And for some, when they do go back, after years 
of living somewhere else, there is the feeling that home is not the same as you 
remember it. Or perhaps it is you who are not the same. 
 
Today, in our Gospel lesson, we hear the story of Jesus who takes a journey back to his 
home town of Nazareth for the first time since beginning his public ministry. The people 
in his home town had already heard about the amazing things that Jesus had already 
accomplished. They had heard the incredible rumors about the things he had done and 
the powerful words that he had spoken. No doubt there was a sense of pride felt by 
these people when they imagined that they had something to do with what Jesus had 
chosen to do with his life. 
 
However, all of the nostalgia, all of the trips down memory lane came to an abrupt end 
when Jesus finally began to speak in his home synagogue. For it soon became clear 
that Jesus was not there to renew old friendships. Rather, he was there to announce a 
startling new message. He came to them, not as their friend, but rather as a prophet, 
sent by God. He did not provide the listeners the warm friendly experience that they 
anticipated. It is no wonder then that they exploded in rage. In their eyes, Jesus had 
changed and his words made many of them angry. 
 
They remembered him as Jesus the son of a carpenter; a child who grew up in their 
midst. They weren’t ready for his message or for the claims that he made. And when 
they couldn’t hear his words any longer they carried him to the edge of a hill like a mob 
intent on a lynching. What stopped them from following through, we aren’t told. Perhaps 
it was because they had a last minute change of heart. Or perhaps there was a divine 
intervention.   
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Jesus walked away without another word, never choosing to comment on this 
experience. As a result, he discovers a problem that all almost all of the biblical 
prophets faced. People may listen to the words of the prophet or preacher; especially if 
he, or she, is one of their own, only as long as the words spoken are not judgments 
upon them. Jesus acknowledged this fact earlier when he said to them, “Truly, I tell you, 
no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town.” 
 
However, can we really blame the people of Nazareth for their reaction? They watched 
him grow up. They knew that he was the son of a common laborer.  They knew his level 
of education. They also knew that he was taught in the same schools and by the same 
teachers as their own children. So what right does this Jesus have in coming into their 
synagogue and offering words of judgment upon them? Who does he think he is? 
 
Their anger was not simply the result of their feeling that Jesus no longer seemed to be 
one of their own. They were also angry because Jesus didn’t meet their expectations. 
They wanted Jesus to perform some miracle. They wanted Jesus to give them a sign. 
They wanted to see the things that other people in other towns had seen. Yet Jesus 
gives them none of these signs or miracles. Instead, Jesus just gives them words, 
words that challenge them to change their lives and not make assumptions about their 
special status with God. 
 
What Jesus is saying to them was truly radical. The stories he tells from the Old 
Testament relate those times that God chose, not a Jew, but a Gentile to receive a 
blessing, or to be lifted up as an example. Their message is that sometimes God had to 
go outside of Israel because Israel was not ready to hear God’s words, or to be 
changed, or healed, by them. 
 
The message that Jesus is trying to convey to his fellow citizens of Nazareth, and his 
fellow Jews, is that their special status in relationship to God is being threatened by their 
own sinfulness. God is choosing to bring salvation to all people, not just to the Jews. 
They always assumed that salvation was theirs as a result of their birthright, tracing 
their ancestry to Abraham and Sarah. But Jesus says true salvation come from 
responding to the promises and challenges of God through faith, independent of your 
lineage or ancestry. This message demanded that they change their thinking and their 
attitudes about God. 
 
No prophet, in any age or time, ever has it easy. The story of Jeremiah in our first 
reading is a perfect example of that. Jeremiah is called to prophetic ministry when he is 
just a boy, perhaps no older than 12 years old. It is not the kind of responsibility that a 
young boy would want. Nor does he feel prepared to do it, appealing to the Lord on the 
basis of his youthfulness. Jeremiah clearly does not see this call as a positive thing in 
his life. 
 
But God does not let Jeremiah go. He does not accept his youthfulness as an excuse.  
He assures Jeremiah that he will give him the right words to say. The Lord comforts 
Jeremiah by saying that God will be with him every step along the way. “Don’t be 
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afraid,” says the Lord, “...for I am with you.”  
 
In spite of these assurances, the prophetic life was not an easy one for Jeremiah. Nor 
was it easy for the prophets Elisha, Elijah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, Amos, or any of the others 
from the Old Testament. And it wasn’t easy for Jesus either. The prophetic message is 
usually not well received by those to whom the word of the Lord has been sent.  
 
The people of Nazareth in the synagogue in Nazareth are examples as people who 
reject this word, as well. But God does not always send his word to make things easy. 
God sends the word to make things right. And what God thinks is right and what we 
humans think is right, are often two different things. 
 
Martin Luther once said, “The word does everything!” It can build up and it can destroy.  
The words echo the words spoken to Jeremiah, when the Lord says, “I appoint you over 
the nations and over the kingdoms to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to 
overthrow, to build and to plant.” His mission begins with the change and destruction.  
But the words end with restoration and hope. 
 
The prophetic ministry of Jesus continues on even to this day and in this world we live 
in. There are still things that are not the way God would intend them to be. As children 
of God, we are expected to help change these things through our own prophetic words 
and deeds. There are things that need to be built up. As children of God, we are 
expected to be the laborers to help build them. Living the prophetic ministry of Jesus 
Christ will not be easy. It will constantly bring us in direct conflict with our community, 
with our neighbors, and sometimes even our friends. Perhaps it may bring us into 
conflict with our own church community. 
 
Most of us would prefer not to hear prophetic words directed at us, perhaps assuming 
that these words would best be directed towards others. The Gospel story makes it 
clear that sometimes that message will be directed towards us. And sometimes it is us 
ourselves who the Lord asks to change. 
 
Most of us, when asked, would prefer not to speak God’s prophetic words to others.  
Like Jeremiah, we would prefer to offer excuses, “I am too young, I am too old, I am too 
busy, or I wouldn’t know what to say.” But the Old Testament story makes it clear that 
sometimes we will be asked to respond even when we don’t want to say, “Yes.” And the 
Gospel story makes it clear that sometimes we will be asked to change others. 
 
In both cases, as hearers and as speakers, we have assurances from God. Words of 
prophecy are sometimes harsh. But we need not be afraid.  For the Lord promises to us 
that he will not abandon us. Even though we sometimes give up on God, God never 
gives up on us.         
 
Thanks be to God! 
 


