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CHILDREN’S MESSAGE—

Sharing of the Peace + Noisy Offering

Scripture Lesson  

St. Luke 4:14-30
Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the surrounding country. He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone. When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: "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 Lord's favor." And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 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.


SERMON

January 24, 2010

The Scripture lessons appointed for this Third Sunday after the Epiphany describe three instances of “coming-together” of the Chosen People of God.  In the First Lesson, we hear Nehemiah report how God’s People came together in expectant awe and deep reverence to listen to the priest-and-scribe Ezra read from God’s Book.    Nehemiah describes them as standing for hours in the hot Middle Eastern sun, listening to a scribe read from the Bible, and being delighted to do so! The text says, He read it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of men and women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive…and all the people [were moved to weep] when they heard the words of the law.  Far from being impatient or bored, with no bathroom breaks or light snacks provided, these people listened with rapt attention for the Word of God to be addressed specifically to them, and they don’t want to miss a single word.  They remained fully engaged, because they believed that God had something to say to them.

In the Second Lesson appointed for the Third Sunday after the Epiphany, we hear St. Paul describe what it means to come together structurally as the Chosen People of God, which he compares to the joining of the various members of a human body to form a very diverse but unified whole.  St. Paul declares, For just as the human body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ…if one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it!  It is a lovely description of the spiritual community of those who belong to Jesus Christ that is not a pipe dream but a gift already given.  The Apostle declares:  Now you ARE the body of Christ and individually members of it.
Nehemiah and Paul are describing something important about the community that is ours in Christ:  that by God’s Word and God’s Design we are held together in right relationship.    Their words make us glad to think that God is working among us in such powerful, up-building ways, granting our community reverence and harmony!  And yet their words also judge us:  for we know that real life in any human community—Christian or otherwise—is not as ideal as the descriptions suggest.  Unlike the hearers of Ezra, our minds wander and our legs are impatient even after only three minutes of standing in a climate-controlled environment while listening to the Gospel lesson read each Sunday! And unlike the body described by St. Paul, we don’t always honor and care for one another in perfect harmony.

…which brings us, then, to the coming-together of the People of God as described by St. Luke. 

In the combined Gospel Lessons appointed for the Third and Fourth Sundays after the Epiphany, Luke begins by describing a group as attentive as Ezra’s hearers and as harmonious as Paul’s body of believers.  When Jesus began to teach in their synagogues [he] was praised by everyone!  …[and the eyes of all in the [Nazareth] synagogue were FIXED on him…[and] all spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came out of his mouth.  For a while, it was all good.  But suddenly it fell apart.  It appears that they were not really interested in hearing the Word of God addressed specifically to them, as were Ezra’s hearers, and that they did not care to build up the body, as described by St. Paul.  

It appears, rather, that they only were interested in getting in on the action of this rising star preacher.  They wanted to ride the wave of the hometown boy’s popularity.  They wanted to witness the spectacle that Jesus had become.  And Jesus would not go along with it.  And you will say [to me[, 'Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.'" … "Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet's hometown.  “You don’t want to be addressed by 
God’s Prophet with words that both challenge and free you; you want to be dazzled by the miracle-worker so you can feel good about yourselves!  Sorry, folks.  But that’s not why I am here.”
What?!?  How dare you?

Jesus speaks the truth forthrightly, and they cannot handle it, so this coming together of the People of God falls apart.  I imagine that they felt personally betrayed, which explains why their good feelings of amazement turn so quickly to feelings of pure rage, to the point of justifying violence.  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 the town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff! 

Luke’s description of the congregation of God’s People at Nazareth offer a picture quite different from that of Nehemiah and Paul.  But it is an honest one.


As I read these texts during the past week, I was reminded that all over the country at this time of year, congregations of God’s People will be coming together for their annual meetings, as we come together today after this worship service.  People are gathering at a time of high anxiety, which is especially true for congregations in the ELCA.  High anxiety typically generates the kind of reactivity we just encountered at Nazareth, which typically allows for only two responses:  fight or flight.  Indeed, as a denomination and as congregations, we have been confronted with flight in the ELCA, as members have left or died and have not been replaced—a steady decline over many years.  And we have been confronted with fighting over styles of music and worship, the correctness of our theology, the orthodoxy or effectiveness of our practices, the uses of technology, the methods of evangelism, models of leadership, and, to cap it off, the vote of the churchwide assembly last August to allow for the ordination of pastors in monogamous, committed same-sex relationships.  Here at Zion we have not been exempt from the responses of reactivity over our own issues—we, too have experienced our own versions of fight or flight.

The reason that I am pointing this out is not to make us feel bad or to scold, but to prepare us for the important word of caution and the blessed word of hope that I hear in these texts.

I want to caution us to be mindful that our circumstance may be like that of those First Century people of Nazareth.  As we anticipate the arrival of a new pastor, we may be tempted to want what the Jews of Nazareth wanted:  someone to come and “wow” us, someone to come and save us.  The Jews of Nazareth didn’t want to invest themselves in Jesus’ message or ministry (or they would have done it before this time, especially since this was the hometown boy that they had known since he was 2 years old).  They wanted to be entertained, and inspired, and moved, and thrilled.  They wanted a pseudo-Savior.

We can be tempted to want a pseudo-Savior, too.  We can be tempted to think that a perfect pastor will singlehandedly bring us new life, and so we just sit back and wait for this to happen.  One of the ways this often shows up is in the budgeting process.  Rather than challenge ourselves to invest for the future and to budget accordingly (because “we are moving forward boldly in ministry while trusting God to provide”) we can be tempted to take the “we cannot afford it” attitude.  I’d like to caution us against this.


…and to say that I am grateful that we have not positioned ourselves for this approach here.  The last two weeks we laid good groundwork to avoid the temptation to withhold ourselves or to sit back and wait.  I am very impressed with the good work we have done to move forward in mission as we have discerned the abundance of resources God is providing for ministry and imagined creative ways to put together those resources to do the work of the Kingdom.  The best way to get ready for a new pastor is to moving forward boldly in mission and invite the new pastor to join the movement!

Today, at our Annual Meeting, the rubber hits the road, of course.  By our actions we will be answering these questions:  Do we trust the God who has given us over a thousand gifts for ministry?  Do we trust the God who has potentially called us to over 60 creative ministries based on those gifts?  Do we trust the God who will provide for the needs of our congregation as we RAMP UP our efforts at mission and ministry here?  At the Annual Meeting, we get to answer these questions concretely.

We do all this with the blessed hope offered in the texts appointed for this day, with the amazing “get-to” of the Gospel.  We get to gather as the congregation of Ezra, listening for the Word of the Lord specifically for us.  We get to gather as the congregation described by St. Paul, celebrating our diversity of understanding and opinion—yes, even our disagreements—while remaining connected as members of Christ together.  We get to gather under the name of the true Savior, Jesus Christ our Lord, who moves us forward with boldness and joy!

And this is our true hope.

Thanks be to God!

Amen.








