Homily 
4th Sunday Ordinary Time, Cycle C

Marellen Mayers

Reading I: Jeremiah 1:4-5, 17-19

Psalm: 71

Reading II: I Corinthians 12:31 – 13:13

Gospel: Luke 4: 21-30

MUSIC:

Gathering: We Walk By Faith, #583

Alleluia: Celtic

Offertory: Eye Has Not Seen  #616

Communion: I Have Loved You  #504

Sending Forth: Love Divine, All Love’s Excelling, #613

I see that we have all survived the great blizzard of 2016! Welcome back! Because the snowstorm caused our liturgies to be cancelled last Sunday we took time to pray and reflect on the readings of last Sunday on our own. Just to recap, last Sunday we heard how Ezra the scribe proclaimed and taught about the sacred scriptures and the Law and how to keep the Sabbath holy. In spite of daily struggles and difficulties no one was to be sad on the Holy Day, it was a time for rejoicing, not mourning and weeping, because God’s joy is our strength. 
Luke’s account of Jesus returning to his own home town, brings us into the setting of the synagogue. Jesus, like Ezra before his time, stood up to proclaim the reading. He found the passage from the prophet Isaiah and said:

“The spirit of Our God is upon me; 

because the Most High has anointed me

to bring Good News to those who are poor.

God has sent me to proclaim liberty to those held captive, 

recovery of sight to those who are blind, 

and release to those in prison – 

to proclaim the year of Our God’s favor.”

Jesus rolled up the scroll, handed it back to the assistant and sat down. Could you see yourself in your prayer, last week as one of the faithful that day watching Jesus as he sat down?  Imagining for all eyes were upon him. He had already been through 40 days and nights in the desert and many of his former neighbors had heard about the good works/healings that he had done in God’s name in other places throughout Capernaum. Perhaps they were wondering, what would they now see, feel, and experience Jesus doing for them? He’s come home after all. He grew up in the old neighborhood, everyone knew his parents and siblings, I dare say. 

Jesus then announces from his place. “Today, in your hearing, this Scripture has been fulfilled.”

He has returned home after being out and about with so many others who have witnessed for themselves Jesus’ expression of ministry and mission. This particular Sabbath in Nazareth is his Inaugural address to the people. For last week’s good news was all about Jesus’ announcement of his mission. It was a description of the kin-dom of God and what a year of Jubilee or God’s favor is really all about. It was a promise of God’s aid and presence.

David Lose once wrote, 

“What is striking, if you listen closely, is that this good news is only good if you are willing to admit what is hard in your life, what is lacking, what has been most difficult.  It is not just release, but release to those who are captive, sight to the blind, freedom to those who are oppressed. Do you see what I mean? God offers words of comfort, but such words only mean something to those living with discomfort. How do you think we hear those words today? We spend so much time acting as if we have it all together.”

Well, reading his reflection made me stop dead in my tracks. Yes, we know this message is Good News and Jesus was anointed and sent to bring it to those who are poor, oppressed and imprisoned. This good news might be about others, but it’s also about us. It’s about you and me. How do I acknowledge the reality of our life’s situations, not only waking up each morning with a prayer of gratitude on our lips and being thankful throughout the day for the many blessings, but also taking into account our struggles, our suffering, disappointments and loss? Do I go about dismissing the reality of life and act as if nothing is ever wrong? You know, like putting on a smile all the time when acting happy is the farthest thing from our minds? When we take to God in our prayer and admit all facets of our lives and when we are honest with our deepest thoughts and fears, then we can admit the truth. We can also be open to receiving help and comfort. When we acknowledge both sides only then can we reach out and BE that Good News to others. So, we need to also think about times when we have been poor, held captive, blinded by life’s circumstances, and felt imprisoned. 

Kathryn Matthews stated:

This week's reading picks up the story where we left off, (last week) and begins on a positive note, repeating verse 21 as a kind of hinge, (“Today, in your hearing this Scripture passage is fulfilled”) and then describing the enthusiastic response of the crowd as they marveled, at least for the moment, at Jesus' "gracious words." Isn't it amazing, they wonder, that one of our very own boys – Joseph's son – could be so impressive? And doesn't he know his Bible!

The warm reception lasts all of two verses, however, because something seems to be bothering Jesus as he listens to the hometown crowd gushing about him. Clearly, he's not basking in the glow of their admiration. Does he know more about their expectations than we can read from the text? Does he feel that they've missed the point? Does he have a sense that they won't like where he's going with this line of thought, about Jubilee ("the year of the God's favor") and the liberation of the oppressed? Or does he suspect that that kind of talk is fine as long as it applies to them, but not to those who are somehow judged as standing outside the favor of God?
It can be difficult to sometimes makes sense of what Jesus means when he speaks of the women who were widowed in the days of Elijah and how the great famine spread over the land, along with the fact that Elijah was sent not so much to all who were suffering at the time but to specific people who are mentioned in our reading today, the widow in Zarephath and Naaman the Syrian.

Can you just imagine sitting in the crowd and wondering, what is Jesus going to do for us? Wonderful things have been done in other places – isn’t it our turn now? Isn’t he from here? As you placed yourself in their sandals in this house of worship, could you begin to feel uncomfortable, maybe filled with some indignation? The people present with Jesus began to feel insulted. So, They dragged Jesus out of town intending to toss him over the edge of the cliff. And, Jesus simply moved straight through the crowd and walked away. Isn’t it rather amazing that he somehow got away ~ by simply walking away? I don’t have an answer for it, although I wonder if Jesus had come into his own spiritual authority after some lived experiences of the desert and his travels through Capernaum. After all, Jesus claimed the words in scripture that were set aside for the coming Messiah…the people wondered, how can he say about himself?
Some of you might be familiar with Pastor Nadia Bolz Weber. She’s young, looks like a punk rocker, has many creative tattoos and a wonderful gift in preaching. I took her reflection on this week’s reading to prayer and just had to share some of her writings with you today. In her very creative and realistic way, she puts this scripture reading to more modern day understanding. She suggested that:

Maybe, just maybe, our Lord would say something like,

The Spirit of the Lord has anointed him to bring good news to the poor.

-to bring gifts of fine wine and rich food to those who exist only on McDonalds and Funions because it’s the only food in walking distance from their decrepit neighborhoods

-The Spirit of the Lord has anointed him to forgive all your student loans.

- to bring living water to the people of Flint Michigan and Rwanda and Haiti

- to tell the bank janitors that the CEO has distributed all their own pay raises and bonuses and stock options to them

-to look the Dow Jones in the eyes and laugh

-to dismantle our system of profits at the expense of people

-to restore the dignity of the 99% AND to restore the dignity of the 1%

- to endow us with a sense of worth that has nothing to do with bank accounts and status

Because the Spirit of the Lord had sent him to bring good news to the poor.

 I imagine Jesus standing here and saying that The Spirit of the Lord has sent him to release the captives

to free the addicts from the needle and the bottle and the laptop ( and cell phones)
- to remove the feeling of worthlessness from the depressed

-to bring rest to the sleep-deprived parents of babies

-to free those wrongly imprisoned by justice system so often lacking in actual justice

-to take away the profit making system of the US prison industrial complex

-to remove all desire for the kind of cheap goods that only can come from child labor (and human trafficking)
-to give a sense of belonging to the alienated

-to forgive the sinner

-to save us from having to prove ourselves

-to remove all resentments from those who can’t let go of the past

Because the Spirit of the Lord has sent him to bring release to the captives

(Now can we imagine ourselves there in the synagogue?) Nadia goes on to say, Then I imagine me shifting my weight around in my seat – when I realize his sermon is going over 10 minutes and realizing that Jesus might not know how we do things here. And then I imagine him looking at me and giving me the most loving “get over yourself” look ever and I imagine us all laughing including the babies (and then I imagine little Avery and Harper) walking up to him hand in hand and offering him some animal crackers from the snack table and he gladly taking them before continuing.

and then he says that he has also come to bring recovery of sight to the blind.

- to forever change the way we see those whose abilities differ from our own.

- To illuminate to us the ways that human sin tears at the fabric of all humanity

- To allow us to see who we really are, to again glimpse the image of God in ourselves and others – to again see that thing that has always been there but is so obscured and made opaque by years of competing messages.

- To give us a glimpse of heaven in the here and now. To show us that the Kindom of God is at hand.

- To show us what it looks like to love what God loves

- To allow us to see ourselves as God see us. So that we see how there really is no longer a “them” there is only an “us”.

Because the Spirit of the Lord has sent him to bring recovery of sight to the blind.

The Spirit of the Lord has sent him to bring freedom to the oppressed, the over worked, the under-appreciated, the last chosen, the unlovely, the despised and unseen, the overly-proud, the parts of ourselves that are so small.

 

And maybe that is what our ears might hear were Jesus to stand here (at this janky music stand) and say:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 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 God’s favor.”

And then he sits down. And the eyes of our whole congregation are fixed upon him. No one moves. Not even the kids. And then he says,

“Guys, stop looking at me – you have what you need. It’s all here. Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

That’s the thing see, Jesus fought with the devil, saw all the easy answers and false promises and BS for what it is, and yes, the first thing he says in the gospel of Luke is that quotation from Isaiah, but the first of his own words was the word “today”. Today this has been fulfilled in your hearing. Today. This moment. And so I imagine our minds and hearts and eyes open. I imagine the brows becoming un-furrowed, the doubts seeming less important, the critical mind that judges and assesses every single thing in our lives silenced, the resentments let go of and the good news, and vision and freedom of God fulfilled in our hearing – not fulfilled in our believing, not fulfilled in our acting, not fulfilled in our striving…simply fulfilled in our hearing. Today. Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. May it be so. Amen.

Just as Pastor Nadia creates modern day examples of Luke’s accounts we too can live out modern day examples from Paul’s letters to the Corinthians. Ever since leaving the season of Christmas & Epiphany and moving back to counting Ordinary Time, we are hearing from Paul’s letters to the Corinthians. Problems existed there among the people, just like in our world today. There was a divisiveness that Paul points out. 

In last Sunday’s second reading we are once again reminded to take into consideration a community sense of being the body of Christ, that all of us coming together recognize that we are members with many gifts and some are teachers and prophets, healers, administrators, miracle workers. In the sharing of these gifts the renewal that is needed from time to time, is to bring God’s love to the people in a new way with a new sense of mission. These gifts are shared communally and greatly appreciated. 
This Sunday the second reading continues with the many conversations Paul had with the people of Corinth. We heard the familiar reading of “Set your hearts on the greater gifts. But now I will show you the way that surpasses all the others. 

The familiar reading of Love is patient and kind, not jealous, etc is used so very often at Weddings, but of course it really has nothing to do with weddings per se. This is much deeper, it’s a call to the wholeness life. There are three things that last: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love. 

How do you look at the scriptures? How can the scriptures bring change to our lives? In what ways might the readings of today and last Sunday open us up even more to being called by the Living Christ, where God’s favor rested and in being called, how are we transformed? As a member of the community how might we experience the communal love in the sharing of our gifts with one another and taking those gifts out to the world?
Can we imagine God saying to each of us:

The spirit of Our God is upon you & me, because the most high has anointed us to bring Good News to those who are poor. God has sent us to proclaim liberty to those held in captive, recovery of sight to those who are blind, and release to those in prison – to proclaim the year of Our God’s favor.”
What does it feels like to take these words to heart? How might our living out this message in profound and deepened ways transform our world? If everyone walked around with this spirit how might the world look different?

