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There is an old story about 2 brothers who lived in a particular town, where 

they were involved in corruption, deceit, and every manner of vice (no, as far as I 
know they were not politicians). The two brothers accumulated much wealth 
from their dishonest means. 

There was little grief in that town when the oldest brother died.  But his 
younger brother, wanting to honor his sibling, went all out in planning his funeral.  
The problem was finding a pastor who was willing to do the service, given that 
neither of the brothers belonged to a church.  Knowing that one of the 
congregations was in the middle of trying to repair their building, the younger 
brother called on the pastor of this church.  He told the pastor, “I know my 
brother and I never attended your church, and I know you’ve probably heard a lot 
of bad things about my brother.  But if you’ll say he was a saint, I’ll give you 
$50,000.  That’ll go a long way toward fixing up your church.”  The pastor thought 
about it, and then agreed to do the service, provided that the $50,000 was paid all 
in advance. 

On the day of the funeral, the church was packed.  Everyone in town 
wanted to hear what the pastor would say.  The service started in the usual way, 
then the pastor began to tell in detail all the horrible things the man had done.  
His brother was getting angrier and angrier about the sermon, given he had 
already paid the pastor to call his brother a saint.  He assumed the pastor had 
forgotten his promise.  Then the pastor ended the sermon-“Yes, my friends, this 
man was a no-good, dirty, rotten scoundrel. But, compared to his brother, he was 
a saint.” 

Whether or not you are a “saint,” home towns can sometimes be difficult 
places to be.  Everyone knows your name, your family, the time you wrote your 
name on the local water tower, the time you broke old Mr. Smith’s garage 
window, how many times the police pulled you over as a teenager.  Of course, 
they know all of the good things about you, too.  But they’re not usually as 
interesting as the bad things.  Especially when you leave home, and go back after 
a number of years to the old haunts and the old neighbors-somehow, no matter 
who you have become in the interim, you will always be that little boy or girl 
down the street. 
 



This is the situation in today’s Gospel reading, which is Part Two of an 
ongoing story.  But without the context of Part One, it makes little sense.  So I’ll 
review a little of last week’s episode.  Jesus has begun his ministry, has performed 
his first miracles, changing water into wine, healing the sick-but he has begun 
these miracles in Capernaum, not in his home town of Nazareth.  I can imagine 
that there was some rivalry between the two towns, sort of like that between 
Salem and Roanoke (and no, you still don’t need a visa to enter Salem from 
Roanoke). It may have been like the rivalry between our high school football team 
and the team from the adjacent town. Maybe it was due to the fact that our 
football team (as well as our swim team) was called the Plymouth Rocks. 
Unfortunately, our football team played our arch-rivals at our senior year 
homecoming game, which we lost 63 to nothing.  Anyway, in Luke’s telling of the 
story, the people in Jesus’s home town were a little miffed at him for starting his 
ministry in Capernaum. They expected that when he came home to Nazareth, he 
would do something even more spectacular. After all, they had helped raise him, 
knew his parents, all his relatives-after all, surely they deserved the best show he 
could give them. 

As we know from last Sunday’s reading, Jesus was in the habit of going to 
the synagogue to gather with God’s people, to hear the Scriptures and listen to 
the teachings of those who were invited to give an interpretation of the passages 
which were read. It should be noted at this point that it doesn’t say that his home 
synagogue had the best teachers, the most inspiring messages.  But Jesus 
attended anyway, regularly enough for Luke to note that he was there “as was his 
custom.”  Among those present, any man could be invited to teach, and would be 
expected to pick the particular Scripture for his lesson (this was long before 
lectionaries).  

As a visiting dignitary of sorts, Jesus was invited to give the teaching on this 
day in his home town. He stood, and the attendant brought him the sacred scroll, 
and Jesus unrolled the scroll to a passage in Isaiah 61 and read: ”The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, 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.” 
 

When they heard the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor, the 
Jubilee Year, everyone’s eyes were on Jesus, they were perched on the edges of 
their seats-the Jubilee year was the year of release from slavery, the year to 
return any land which was taken from another to its original owners.  The 



Septuagint rendered the Hebrew word yobhel as the “trumpet blast of liberty.”  
To many Jews of that day, this liberty meant the overthrow of the Roman 
oppressors and the re-establishment of the Davidic kingdom of Israel.  After 
reading the passage, Jesus sat down to teach the people, as was the custom for 
rabbis and teachers in that time. 

Jesus then amazed the people by telling them that this Scripture was now 
fulfilled-that in his person, the Year of Jubilee had come-He was the embodiment 
of all of the promises made by God to God’s people. He had a special mission to 
fulfill, a ministry which would be shaped by the very passage which he read. 

This was not the first time that Jesus had to define for himself and for 
others the exact nature of that ministry.  He had been tempted in the wilderness 
to define that ministry as one of miraculous tricks, superhuman protection, 
political or military power, a ministry of safety which would not rock anyone’s 
boat, including his own. Instead, Jesus would choose a life of love, a life infused by 
a passion for liberty, for healing, for forgiveness-a life of unquenchable love which 
would eventually lead not to an earthly throne, but to a cross. 
 

 Here was the home town boy, all grown up and claiming to have a special 
mission from God. How in the world did Mary and Joseph’s son come by all this 
wisdom?  Who did he think he was? 

 
Then Jesus gave them the message which really rocked the boat-something 

they definitely did not want to hear-that no one person, no one nation, no one 
religion had “dibs” on first place. In God’s kingdom, charity might not always 
begin at home. He gave two very specific examples of this truth, the widow of 
Zarephath, a Phoenician woman whose dead son was restored to her, and 
Naaman, a commander in the Syrian army, an enemy of Israel, a leper who was 
cleansed by God.  Although there were many widows and many lepers in Israel, 
God chose to offer mercy and grace to these outsiders. The promises in this 
passage from Isaiah were not special privileges for Jesus’s home town, or even his 
nation of Israel, but were the offering of God’s grace to those who had been 
overlooked--the marginal, the poor, those who would not be considered special in 
any way, those who seemed least likely to be touched by God.  Jesus would define 
his own ministry, and would not allow that ministry to be limited by any social, 
religious or national boundaries.   

Of course, this did not go over well with his home town audience. Rather 
than playing it safe and telling them what they wanted to hear, playing to their 



preferences and prejudices, or changing his message to fit his audience (like some 
politicians we have heard recently), Jesus told them point blank that in Him, God 
was breaking down the barriers which separated them from those around them, 
that God’s power and love might be manifested to people whom they both 
despised and feared. They didn’t just walk out, shake Jesus’s hand and say, “nice 
sermon, Jesus.”  They quickly turned from an admiration society to a lynch mob, 
though they did not succeed in silencing Jesus-he walked through the midst of 
them and walked away from death-at least this time. It would not always be so. 

So what does this have to do with us here, in this place and this time? It is 
important to remember that the people who gathered at the synagogue that day 
were not “bad” people-they were faithful people, people who came to learn more 
about God, who said the prayers, studied the Scriptures, observed the laws of 
their religion, and desired to please God. They were the people who were shaped 
by the commandments to love God with all their heart and soul and strength and 
mind, and to love their neighbors as themselves. However, they had forgotten 
that God always has the freedom to act in unexpected ways, and to work through 
unexpected people.  God’s grace and love could not be contained within one 
congregation, one nation, or one people. 

We, like those in Nazareth that day, continue to try and water down Jesus’s 
message, to domesticate him until he can no longer make any difference in the 
living of our daily lives. And we, like them, forget that, as one writer expressed it, 
“Jesus never backed away from taking the risk to love-the unwanted, the lost, the 
sinful, and the unlovable-he could be killed, but he could not be silenced.”  We do 
not want to see those who are blind in sight or sick in mind, those who are 
oppressed through economic or social standing, those who are in captivity, either 
by political powers or by personal bondages such as addictions.  If we really listen 
to Jesus’s words in that synagogue, we, too, might want to throw him out of our 
church, out of our community, and out of our lives.   

But, as was said of the great lion king Aslan in Narnia, God is not a tame 
lion. God will continue to surprise us, to repeatedly push us outside of our 
comfort zone, to rock the boat of our cozy self-confidence and trust in our special 
privileges as God’s people. We may be instruments of God’s grace, but we are not 
free to set limits on who may receive that grace.  

There are promises which we renew at each baptism-we affirm that with 
God’s help we will proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in 
Christ, will seek and serve Christ in all persons, will love our neighbors as 



ourselves, will strive for justice and peace among all people, and will respect the 
dignity of every human being. 
 

If we truly mean those promises, we must be ready to be surprised, not 
only by the immense bounty of God’s grace in our own lives, but in God’s 
reordering of our definitions, our priorities, and our very lives. We can choose to 
remain in our comfortable coziness, where this disturbing Savior cannot disturb 
us-or we can attempt the same risky obedience which eventually led this Savior to 
the cross. If we allow God access to our minds, our hearts, and our wills, we don’t 
how God will choose to use us, or where God will choose to send us. But we know 
that we will be called to manifest God’s love in our families, in our church, in our 
nation, and in the world. 

 
  If we choose obedience, get ready for a new adventure! 
If we choose obedience, get ready to be astonished! 

 
 
 
 


