Fourth Sunday after Epiphany – Luke 4:21-32
Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

My heartfelt sympathies to all you Vikings fans and the game last Sunday night. I was really rooting for the Vikes and the quarterback we loaned you from the Packers. It was heartbreaking to watch. To be so close and to have it end that way. Of course, lots of people claim they saw it coming, though one friend of mine predicted that very scenario would happen in the Superbowl.  This past fall has been a lot of fun to watch Brett Favre and the Vikings. Minnesota developed this huge love fest with him. He was the savior, the anointed one who would lead the Vikes to their first Superbowl win. That all ended with an interception. It is amazing that the people you love the most have the most potential to cause pain. The same people who were willing to crown Favre king now were calling for his head. And the jokes have been making the rounds. It seems that  Brett Favre and Adrian Peterson both retired and went into business together. They are starting a bakery that specializes in making turnovers. It is amazing how quickly we can turn on those we love when they don’t meet our expectations.
The same thing happened to Jesus. He had begun his ministry in Galilee. Things were going well when he returned to his hometown to preach in the synagogue. He read a passage from the prophet Isaiah and then made the audacious claim that he was the fulfillment of that Scripture. That created quite a stir. It says that “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth” (4:22). But just a few verses later it says, “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” (4:28-29). How is it that we go from one extreme to another in just a short amount of time? How does it happen that with one breath they praised Jesus and the next breath they were wanting to kill him? It says they were filled with rage. Rage! Use your imagination. Can you see it on their faces? Can you hear the angry shouts? Can you feel the passion that would lead to murder? 
Have you ever wanted to kill Jesus? That sounds like a silly question doesn’t it? We often think of Jesus as loving, affirming, forgiving. “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” We see Jesus as therapeutic cure for whatever ails us, helping us to cope with life’s stresses and burdens. Who would ever want to kill that Jesus? We wouldn’t! So maybe we need to adjust our picture of Jesus. What kind of Jesus would people want to kill? 
Barbara Brown Taylor tells a story about a retreat she was on where the opening exercise was for people to describe a time when someone had been Christ for them. Most of the people talked about difficult times in their lives when someone had given them love and compassion. Then one woman stood up and said, “Well, the first thing I thought about when I tried to think who had been Christ to me was, ‘Who in my life has told me the truth so clearly that I wanted to kill him for it?’”
 This is a different picture of Jesus, isn’t it, one who loves us enough to challenge us when we are wrong and speak an uncomfortable truth to us. This is a Jesus that will not leave us in control, God-in-our-back-pocket that we can bring out to help us whenever we get in trouble. This Jesus will not be used by us and manipulated by our narrow agendas. Maybe that’s why they wanted to kill him?

Whenever I read this part of Luke’s Gospel it always puzzles me, what is it about Jesus’ sermon that people found so offensive that they wanted to kill him for it? I’m sure there are times when people don’t agree with things I say in my sermons, but I don’t think anyone has ever wanted to kill me because of it. Jesus was a hometown boy. He was a local- one of them. Nazareth wasn’t very big, and when a local boy made good on a bigger stage, there was a lot of interest. So when Jesus came back home they naturally wanted him to show them some love, some favor from God, perform some miracles. They certainly had plenty of needs there. But Jesus would have none of it. He simply told them that their God was too small, that they could claim no special favor or status with God. He reminded them of stories from their Bible where God’s grace was given to foreigners- a widow in Zarephath, a general in the Syrian army. You see, Jesus knew his hometown too well. He knew the ways they claimed God’s favor but excluded those who were different. They took care of their own, but they shunned the outsider. And one thing we learned last week is that Jesus’ ministry was marked by a special concern for the outsiders. Jesus defined his ministry “to bring good news to the poor, 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” (4:18-19).
So what about today? Are there times we want God’s grace for ourselves but also want to deny it to others? A few weeks ago a TIME magazine article caught my attention. It was entitled “Can Megachurches Bridge the Racial Divide?” In 1963 Martin Luther King Jr. famously declared that Sunday worship was the most segregated hour of the week, and that Sunday school was the most segregated school. The article claims that remains largely true today. While most institutions in America today are desegregated, churches are still a glaring exception. But there are some churches that are trying to overcome that and become more inclusive and diverse. How can church be a place where God’s grace is experienced by everyone regardless of race or economic status, political affiliation or sexual orientation? Can we see those who are different or on the opposite sides of an issue as people who are loved by God and who Jesus commands us to love? 
I’m starting to understand why Jesus was not very popular that day in Nazareth. I can begin to understand how there are times when Jesus may not be very popular today. Jesus’ message is that God’s love is for everyone, but especially the outsider. God’s love is given to us freely, but given to us to share with others. We can’t hoard it. When we do God’s Spirit challenges our selfishness and prejudice, and pushes us out of our comfort zone to reach out to others, especially those who are different. God gives us a vision of a worldwide family that includes everyone, all races and cultures. 
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