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Scripture Background:	Jeremiah 1 : 4 - 10; I Corinthians 13 : 1 - 13; 
Psalm 71; Luke 4 : 21 – 30

Luke 4 : 24	And he (Jesus) said, “Truly, I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown”...vs 28, When they had heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage.  They got up, drove him out of 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.

One thing the Bible seems very clear about, that keeps coming up again and again - the central role of the messenger.  The condition of existence for the messenger from God never varies.  Without exception it is a very lonely, solitary, isolated existence, most often unappreciated, even resented and spurned.
I
Earlier in this season, even during Advent, we look at John the Baptizer, the specially chosen prophet appointed to introduce Jesus to the world as Messiah.  John was as unconventional and eccentric as they come.  He was not welcome in the halls of conventional religion.  If he were to wander in here to our sanctuary under the pretext of addressing us, we would probably usher him out as a lunatic trouble maker - wild-eyed, coming out of the desert having lived on nothing but locusts and wild honey, dressed in a filthy tunic made from smelly camel hair, hair and beard looking long and “scraggly”, totally unkempt.

We would feel outraged at such a sight, but the tragedy is we would probably miss the message, so caught up and conditioned are we in the forms and ways of middle class, respectable culture; so caught up are we in the net of a comfortable lifestyle that we might miss really hearing something that would address our need, something that could really change and transform our lives.
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In the gospel reading leading to our text we have almost a “carbon copy” with respect to the experience of the messenger.  Jesus went into the synagogue and was invited to speak to his people.  And he proceeded to do so, speaking not about them, not expressing appreciation and love for them as his hometown friends, which would be the natural, gracious thing to do; but instead to talk about himself, which they would not expect; and to identify to them directly and without doubt that he is the one whom God has sent into the world to save it; quoting those ancient words of liberation recorded in Isaiah 61: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me; he has appointed me to proclaim good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the oppressed.”

The initial reaction would be offence, that any person would apply to himself such attributes of God, which officially would be regarded as blasphemy and punishable by the religious law.  But it gets worse.  The inference is that these people are in need; and that Jesus has come to help, to free them from their past, to transform their lives, to disrupt them by telling them what is wrong with them.

But then comes the “last straw”.  Jesus tells them in effect that they will not likely listen to him.  They will treat him like Israel did with Elijah, the revered prophet, who had to flee from his own people to save himself, and who could only do effective works to foreign, pagan people (where he took refuge), outside of Israel.

This was too much!  So the story ends with the authorities, the leaders of the synagogue escorting Jesus out of the synagogue and right out of town.  They made it emphatic that he was no longer welcome in his hometown of Nazareth.  And so his base of operation became Peter’s home of Capernaum.
II
It was Churchill who said: “History repeats itself because people fail to read it” (thus discerning and learning from it).  Jesus was forced to abandon organized official religion in much the same way as John Wesley abandoned the Church of England to go where the people who needed him really were - the factories and shipyards and marketplace.

Why is it we cannot hear the messenger and the message?  Why do we resist it or miss it?  I believe it is because we are human; that is to say, we have weaknesses and limitations that restrict our view and understanding and our will to change.  This comes out in all sorts of ways.  We imagine myths about ourselves that we cannot possibly live up to - myths of self importance and deceit and pretensions to power, immortality, pride; and we can’t live up to any of it without taking from others and ruling over others (to see this in a global sense in terms of the control of available but dwindling resources, and right across the spectrum of human relationships, right into the home and the abusiveness that occurs there, especially for women and children, (or the violence of racism and toward homosexuality.).
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Jesus said about himself, in effect: “I come to give release to those who are captive within themselves, to empower persons to get out from under the yoke of those fake myths or of others, or of the past, that hold us back.”  This dark and weak side of our humanity that often claims us represents huge “chunks” of Biblical teaching, starting with Adam and Eve and The Garden of Eden, and the Tower of Babel, in both stories where the problem is that human beings would pretend to be God (or behave like gods), an illusion which the advertising industry constantly feeds with the symbols of success you have to have, the vehicle you drive, the places you go, the cosmetics you use, the clothing you wear, much of it using sex appeal as the ploy to get our attention.

The beginning of truly understanding ourselves as Jesus would lead us, is to face up to our human weakness that prevents us from admitting to and facing the reality of life; that we are but dust and ashes, very vulnerable and very needful, very expendable.  We need help all through life.  That’s the beginning of really hearing the message.
III
The other really big hurdle is to realize and accept that we cannot change our lives alone.  The greatest potential strength of humanity expresses itself whenever a child says, “Let me do it”, the motivation to try and to feel good in succeeding.   But that natural motivation can turn against ourselves and delude us into believing we are self made and need no help.  Therein lies the great strength of the church, that in being reminded and renewed in worship, and then affirmed and strengthened in the interaction of friends in the numerous ways we come together, the message will get through , not suddenly for everyone, but often gradually over time.

And one last thing about Jesus in the synagogue.  What about the audience and how hostile they were?  My experience tells me there was one who heard, maybe two, or six; some who were changed and became disciples that day.  All it takes is “one” who really hears to make it all worthwhile.

Thanks be to God.
To God alone be all the glory.


