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ALMIGHTY AND EVER-LIVING
GOD, INCREASE IN US THE GIFTS
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THROUGH YOUR SON, JESUS
CHRIST, OUR SAVIOR AND LORD.
AMEN.
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Living in God’s amazing grace

Liturgical Day: The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany
Date: January 28, 2007
Sermon Title:  The Invitation from Christ

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Today is The Fourth Sunday after the Day of Epjphany, and we find ourselves half-
way through this season in the church calendar. The Season of Epiphany is not one that
most people know much about. Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter — these season are well
known by many Christians — even by some who aren't part of a liturgical church.

But Epiphany: this season is less familiar than those other four. Epiphany is the
season squeezed in between Christmas and Lent. It begins on 7he Day of Epjphany
(January 6), when we remember the wise men who came from the east to honor Jesus.
It ends on The Transfiguration of Our Lord (the Sunday before Ash Wednesday), when
we remember the day Jesus was transfigured on the mountaintop, and appeared with
Moses and Elijah. In between, Epiphany is known to many as “the season of light” (that
is why so many of the hymns and songs in our Epiphany worship folder work with the
theme of light). The word Epiphany is a Greek word, and literally translated, it means “to
shed light upon.” During the season of Epiphany we study Bible lessons and listen to
sermons that are a designed to shed light on who God is, and what God is doing these
days.

This morning’s Gospel lesson is a continuation from the lesson we read last week.
If you were at worship you will remember that Jesus has grown up, has been baptized
by John, has spent forty days in the wilderness, and now he returns to his hometown of
Nazareth, and preaches to his family and friends for the very first time. It should have
been a grand occasion — this small town boy made good — the people of Nazareth
should have been proud and loving and complimentary.

I remember well the first time I preached in my hometown. It was in 1984. My
family was so excited for me. Many of my friends were there — some I had grown up
with, and some were classmates of mine at Seminary. It would be an understatement to
say that I was pretty nervous. It's a daunting task to preach for people who knew you
when you were in diapers. There were four services that morning, and I spoke at each
of them. In the line at the door after worship, many who were there lied and told me I
did a great job. They were wrong, of course. It was a pretty bad sermon, and rather
poorly delivered. But they were excited for me, and proud of me, and I'm sure they
thought that with a little encouragement I could become a decent preacher. Mom and
Dad threw a huge party in our house after it was all over, and everybody headed home
that after noon with smiles on their faces.

The day when Jesus preached in Nazareth should have been like that. And it
certainly started out that way. He read a text from Isaiah 61, spoke a few words, and St.
Luke tells us his listeners were “amazed at the gracious words that come from his
mouth.” They seem genuinely surprised that one of them — Joseph’s son — was able to
speak so well. They do, indeed, seem impressed with him at first. One imagines the
party Mary had planned back at home, and how proud she must have been of her son,
this servant of God, all grown up and making a difference in the Synagogue.

But all of a sudden, something unexpected happens: Jesus looks out into the
congregation, filled with people who have known him and loved him nearly all of his life,
and he begins to challenge them. He says, “I'm sure you are all hoping to see me toss
out a miracle or two while I'm here, but don’t count on it. Hometowns are notorious for
rejecting prophets who grow up in their midst.” And if that isn't enough to get their
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attention, he goes on to remind them that Elijah only saved one widow from starvation and she was not a
Jew; and Elisha only healed one leper, and he wasn't either, implying that neither of them was particularly
interested in benefiting the people of their own country and, by implication, neither was Jesus. It is a
surprising turn in what otherwise might have been a touching story. Surrounded by admiring friends and
neighbors, Jesus lets them have it. You're here looking for miracles. You're looking for what you can get out of
me. Well, give up, because it isn't going to happen that way.

Why was he so hard on his own people? I don't know. Maybe it was something he saw in their eyes.
Maybe it was because he grew up among them, and knew them better than any. But Jesus knew. He knew
that Nazareth wanted it all for themselves. And if they were excited to have Jesus with them, it was because
of what they hoped might come their way. They had heard of the many signs and wonders he performed at
Capernaum. "“If he was willing to do that for complete strangers, just imagine what he might be willing to do
for us!”

Of course, such is not the life of one who follows Jesus, and probably none of the Gospel writers makes
that more clear than St. Luke. Luke has a deep concern for the needy ones of this world, and he tells many
stories of the care and compassion Jesus has for the hungry, the poor, the blind, the lepers... Luke is
determined to teach us that Jesus gave his life for the world, and now invites us to do the same.

That's what irks the residents of Nazareth. Jesus doesn’t want to focus on what they can get from
attending synagogue with him, or from having him back in their home town. No, Jesus is more interested in
recruiting them to join him in changing the world. Mary may have had the table set back home, the Jell-O
salad cooled, and a pot of de-caffeinated coffee on the counter, but Jesus doesn’t play that game. He speaks
the truth, the hard truth. And rather than a celebration in his honor at his house, they rush him out of the
synagogue, drive him out of town, and try to throw him off the hill and kill him.

It is a very dramatic story. And it reveals the dramatic difference between Jesus and his hometown
friends and neighbors. They were interested in what they could get out of him. He was interested in what he,
and they, could give to the world. They were excited about the inside influence they would have since he
came from their town. He was interested in sharing his gifts in every corner of the world.

It reminds me of the old fable — I've shared it with some of you before — of the woman who had
suffered a terrible loss. She went to the local healer, and asked him what he could do to take away her grief.
He thought for a moment, and then instructed her to go to the house in their village where there had been no
sorrow, and from that house borrow a cup of flower. If she would bring it to him, then he would make a balm
that could take away her grief. And so she went from door to door, asking whether or not the occupants in
that home had been without sorrow. At every door, she met friends and neighbors who poured their hearts
out to her, sharing with her the sorrow they had known. As she listened to them, and cared for them, and
realized how much she had in common with them, she found that over time her sorrow diminished, and she
began to discover the healing power that her visits had. Even after her own sorrow had healed, she continued
to make those visits, and continued to care for those people, and she found that as she gave of herself to
others, it filled her life with a sense of meaning and purpose that displaced the sorrow from her heart.

This is the Season of Epiphany, and during this season we consider how these ancient stories shed light
on who God is, and what God is up to in our world today. Friends, we are not here because being a Christian,
or belonging to Saint Peter is such a great deal. We are not here because we believe we can get more out of
life by being believers... or more out of this congregation than any other congregation we've attended. We are
not here because our faith and our church membership is another one of many good influences in our lives.
No, this story reveals to us the truth that God loves us enough to die for us — and God has invited us to live in
such a way that we give our lives for the world. That is the essence of Christian discipleship, and that is the
life that this morning’s text commends to us.
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Let me leave with you with this one question:

QUESTION OF THE DAY:

How is it that God is calling you away from the prison of your own self-interest,
and into the freedom of Iiving for others?

Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 28, 2007)

English Text: '

°! Then he [Jesus] began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
22 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?” 2> 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.”™ 2* And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown. 2°
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. *

Greek Text:

pEaTo 8¢ Myew Tpos avTovs GTL ofepor TETARpLTAL 1] Ypadh auTn €V Tols Goty vpudv. ZKal
TarTes €papTipovr avT kal édadpalov €mi Tols Aoyols THS XApLTos Tols EKTopevopévols €k ToD
oTopaTos adTol kal Eleyov- obx vids €oTv TooNd odTos; Pkal elmer mpos avTols: TdvTws épelTe pot
T TapaBoliy TavTny-: latpé, Bepdmevoor ceavTov- Goa Nkoloaper yevopeva eis T Kadapraovp
Toinoov kal Ge év TH TaTp(dL cov. etmev 8¢ dpuny Aéyw Dpiv 6TL 0U8€els TPodATNS SekTOS €TV €V TH
TaTpidL avTol. Pém dandeias 8¢ Myw Vpiv, molkal Xfpal foav év Tais Huépats "Hhov év T¢ Topaf), 6Te
EkheloBn 6 0Opavos €t €t Tpla kal phvas €E, Os éyéveTo Mpods péyas €mi mdoar Ty yiv, 2kal mpos
ovdepiav avTdr émépdon "Hhas el pui els Zdpemta Tis Zidwrias mpos yuvaika xHpav. “kal moA\ol Aempol
foav év 1¢ Iopani émi "Extoaiov To0 mpodfiTov, kal 008els avTdv ékabapiodn ei puf) Natpdy 6 Zopos. **kal
Em\Wodnoar TavTes Bupod v T ouvaywyh dkolovtes TadTa Pkal dvacTdvTes EEEBarov adTov EEw Ths
TONeWS Kal Hyayov avTov €ns ddplos Tod Gpous €d’ 0o 1) TOMS PkoSOUNTO aVTAOY HoTe kKaTakpnuvioat

30 A
avToV- " adTos 8¢ SteNdw Sl Péocov avTdY €TopeeTo.

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
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