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Our scripture starts where we left off last week. Jesus’ ministry is just
beginning and he returns to his hometown and goes to the synagogue on
the sabbath day.
I want you to notice how steeped in his own Jewish religion Jesus is.
Wherever Jesus goes, he goes to the synagogue on the sabbath to study
and discuss the scriptures. On this day, Jesus would have been among
friends and family. He is given the scripture of Isaiah 61, known as the
Servant Song, and he reads from it and then sits down to comment on it.
His comment, as Rev. Donald noted last week, was not on Isaiah, but on
himself. “Today this reading has been fulfilled in your hearing.” It was fresh
and surprising and new.
So far so good. In fact they seem to like this sermon. “That’s our boy!”,
they said. Another may have said: “I knew he was something special, I
knew he was going places!” The hometown pride was palpable. “All spoke
well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his
mouth.” (Luke 4:22)
Then things take a weird turn. I think at this point we have to remember
that there was more going on here than just the black and white text. There
are expectations in the background that are hinted at but are not really
made clear as we read this scripture. Instead of just saying ‘Thank you’,
and leaving it there, Jesus almost provokes them … or is responding to
some dynamic that we can’t quite see in the spoken and written text.
“Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’”
Jesus says, ”And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things
that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’” (Luke 4:23).
Jesus then goes on to tell two stories about the great prophets Elijah
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and Elisha, who bring God’s grace to two random people who were not
Israelites but foreigners — the widow at Zarephath and Naaman the Syrian.
They might have understand a widow even if she was a foreigner. Even if
they have sympathies for a widow, it’s hard to conjure any sympathy for
Naaman. He was an enemy military officer who fought against Israel and
captured an Israelite slave for his household, and he was so full-of-himself
and entitled. Yes, he eventually got over himself just enough, mostly
because his servants begged him to bathe in what he saw as the pathetic
and inferior river of the Jordan 7 times. The whole thing was degrading for
him, but begrudgingly he did it — and in so doing he is shown favour by
God and healed of his leprosy.
Jesus basically tells his hometown: “That’s what I’ll be like. I will take
God’s favour from the inside to the outside.” That’s when things turn ugly.
Their opinion of Jesus seems to flip on a dime. The hometown pride turns
to hometown rage — so much rage that they decide to throw him off a cliff.
But Jesus manages to sneak through the crowd of people and escape.

Are any of you old enough to remember Coles Notes? Back before the
internet, if you didn’t have time to properly read a book you could buy the
little booklet of Coles Notes and get a quick version of the story. In a way,
that’s what this text is. In a few verses Luke, the gospel writer, gives us a
small picture of the bigger story of Jesus. It foreshadows the crowds
praising Jesus on Palm Sunday and then a few days later shouting “Crucify
him!” on Good Friday. After healing and teaching about the expansive love
of God for three years and having offended and threatened many who were
in power on the inside, especially the religious leaders, Jesus is crucified.
In Nazareth we get a taste of how things will be. Jesus’ popularity and
his unpopularity will only grow from there.
Here’s the thing: if you hang out with Jesus long enough, you are likely
to be offended. Why were the people in his hometown offended? Jesus
was very much Jewish. He was an insider, and in Nazareth as he sat to
speak in the temple he was very much one of them. But he wasn’t going to
be defined or controlled by them or their spoken or unspoken agenda. They
were annoyed because he wasn’t going to focus on them; he wasn’t going
to favour his family and friends. In fact he made it clear he was going to
take God’s favour outside of Nazareth to Capernaum (which had a large
non-Jewish population) and even beyond Capernaum to the world.
Jesus had no interest in being liked or being popular. Jesus was not
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guided by what others thought of him. Jesus was not guided by a political
ideology or even by his own religion. Jesus was guided by a compass that
was not on or of this earth. Jesus was God in human form. Pure light, truth
and love. That’s what made him so attractive but also so offensive.
January 30th is the 74th anniversary of the assassination of Mahatma
Gandhi. ‘Mahatma’ is a title that means “great soul”. I think that is a fitting
title for Gandhi. Gandhi was incredibly Christ-like. In fact Gandhi, who was
Hindu, was very attracted to Jesus and to his teachings, particularly the
Sermon on the Mount. He could not understand why the followers of Jesus
were so different from their teacher.
Gandhi trained as a lawyer in England and had a passion
for justice and for those who were oppressed. This passion
was ignited when he spent time in South Africa. Once when
he was riding first class on the train, he was kicked off the
train for refusing to move to third class.
Non-whites were not allowed in first class — only in third class. There
were many Indian people in South Africa. Remember that India and South
Africa were both British colonies and many Indians came to South Africa to
work. He could not help but see the beginnings of what would be Apartheid
where only whites had privileges and rights and blacks and “coloured”
people, (as they called Indians and anyone else who was neither white nor
black,) were seen as less than and not even quite human.
Gandhi became a leader who helped to organize resistance to unjust
practices, but always his resistance was a non-violent resistance. This man
was not afraid to be beaten or imprisoned for a just cause, and the
authorities just didn’t know what to do with him. Because he stood out as
being far more morally upright than those who were supposedly upholding
the law, the press began to notice and therefore so did the world.
When Gandhi returned to his home country in India, he was already a
hero for standing up to the authorities. As he travelled around India, he
began to see the incredible poverty that had largely been caused by the
unjust systems of their British colonizers. For example, the cotton produced
in India was sent to England where millworkers would turn it into fabric that
was then sold back to India at a high rate. Indians were making next to
nothing and going deeper and deeper into poverty while British landlords
demanded higher rents and taxes. Gandhi advocated for Indian
independence and he led resistance movements like getting people to spin
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their own cotton and only wear and purchase home-spun cloth.
Obviously, he challenged the British government to the point where they
eventually granted independence to India, but he was also a challenge to
many in his own country and the political people within India.
Prior to Independence and to the partition, India had a large minority of
Muslim citizens, and tensions between the groups were increasingly
escalating. Gandhi believed firmly that India should be a place where
Hindus and Muslims and Sikhs and Christians could live in harmony. He
believed we all mattered and that humans are all interconnected. But this
was hard to believe for the Muslims, who saw that Gandhi dressed and
practiced his faith as a Hindu. And it was too much for his own Hindu
people who were fearful and suspicious of Muslim people.
As the British colonizers began to retreat, violence bordering on civil war
began to escalate at home. And violence begets violence. As Gandhi said,
“An eye for an eye only makes the whole world blind.” When one of his
followers came to tell him the harrowing story of how his son had died in a
Hindu mob fighting a Muslim mob and asked how he could get justice,
Gandhi told him "Go and find an orphan child born of Muslim parents,
adopt him as your own son, and bring him to worship Allah — but with the
ideal of non-violence.”
His dream of an India where all could
belong died with the partition of India into
India and Pakistan, and the incredible
violence that accompanied that partition as
millions of Muslims migrated to live in the
new Pakistan and millions of Hindus
migrated from that land to live in India.
In the end, the man who fought for justice and peace between people
died a violent death as he was shot three times at close range. It was not
an outsider who killed him but an Indian, a Hindu nationalist who was so
angered and offended by Gandhi’s radical love that included not just his
own, but all people. He died, but not before changing not just India, but the
world.
Jesus was that kind of man and more. Where would he be if he was
here in human form today? He would be in church worshiping and
teaching, but he wouldn’t stop here. Perhaps he would be with the Williams
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Lake Indigenous community as they discovered the likelihood of unmarked
graves around the St. Joseph’s mission and as they once more remember
and grieve the generational trauma from the Residential School system.
Perhaps he would be in Quebec City with the Muslim community on the
5th anniversary of the shooting and killing of 6 in the Mosque and with
people like Aymen Derbali who lives with the consequences of that day.
Aymen was shot and is now paralyzed from the chest down as a result.

Perhaps he would be with the desperate migrants thinking about
crossing a border in the frozen prairies. While we point the finger
exclusively at human smugglers, he might point an uncomfortable finger
back at our own policies that prevent so many migrants from entering
legally and in a timely manner and that force people into desperate
decisions.
Would he be in Ottawa listening to an unvaccinated truck driver who
feels blamed and unjustly punished for a pandemic that doesn’t want to
end? Perhaps … but not with a movement that wants to divide our country
further with angry, racist and sometimes even violent rhetoric. He would be
with real people who are tired and not so different in the end from you and
me.
I bet you bristled or were even offended by at least one of those
scenarios. The fact is, if you hang out with Jesus long enough, he will end
up offending you or at the very least taking you far out of your comfort
zone. Because Jesus won’t be tied down to any tribe or political party or
even denomination, religion or way of thinking.
It is ironic that at a time when we are most connected to other humans in
the world thanks to the internet, we are at the same time becoming more
and more tribal and more and more divided. Jesus continually worked to
end divisions.
Jesus didn’t see the groups, he saw humans … every single one of
them made in the image of God. He was always willing to look past our
divisions to bring love.
Some of us are watching “The Chosen“ TV series about the life of
Jesus. It really brings home how different the disciples of Jesus were one
from another. He called a tax collector to follow him—someone who was
essentially a traitor to his own Jewish people and likely caused real and
lasting harm. It’s amazing that the other disciples were willing to have him
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in their group, but then their eyes were on Jesus and not on each other.
When speaking about this text in Luke chapter 4, the biblical
commentator Fred Craddock points out, “It is important to notice that Jesus
does not go elsewhere because he is rejected; he is rejected because he
goes elsewhere.”1
Jesus will always go elsewhere — he will cross lines you’d rather he
didn’t cross. So as followers what do we do? Like his disciples, like those in
Nazareth 2000 years ago, always we have a choice: we can walk away
from Jesus with our own ideas of what is right. Heck you can even start
your own church and ensure that people follow the clearly laid out rules
perfectly! Or you can follow a real, living and always surprising Jesus. You
can be guided not by what this group thinks or that group, but by a
compass stronger than true north.
As the apostle Paul, who gave up everything to follow, said:
“And I will show you a still more excellent way. If I speak in the tongues
of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all
mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my
possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not
have love, I gain nothing.
Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or
rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does
not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never ends“. (I Corinthians 13: 1-8)
Thanks be to God. Amen.

***
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