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Luke 4: 14-21 
 
Some ministers were sitting around having coffee at their weekly support group. One of them 
started sharing about the guest preacher he'd had in his Sunday worship the previous week. He 
was a young, handsome guy, and so the minister said, possessed of a quick wit and engaging 
humor and great eloquence and power in his preaching. Just wonderful! “You should have 
heard him,” he said. To which one of the other ministers in the group replied: “Joe, you ought 
to hear me preach when I'm three hundred miles from home. I'm positively brilliant!” 
 
There is something about familiarity breeding contempt, isn't there? Or, if not outright 
contempt, then at least an expectation of nothing new, nothing beyond what I already know 
about or from this person. And, if in fact, this familiar person says something in a way that 
breaks through, so that we're forced to hear something new, certainly the contempt part may 
really rear its head then. How dare he reveal that secret insiders knowledge of us which we 
have all conspired together not to see! 
 
The great novelist, Thomas Wolfe had that experience after writing his masterpiece, “Look 
Homeward, Angel”, which was a rather thinly veiled look at the life and culture of his 
hometown of Asheville, North Carolina. He was very angrily rejected by his hometown. How 
dare he reveal that secret “insiders” knowledge of us to the world? His following novel, 
finished posthumously for him by his editor, was poignantly titled: “You Can't Go Home 
Again.” It's always to our loss. It was to Asheville's loss, which they realized years and years 
later. Now, of course, they have embraced their native son, and have a Thomas Wolfe museum 
there at the house where he grew up. 
 
It's to our loss because it's the ones we reject who are God's prophets to us. It's they who have a 
word from God specifically for us. Or at least, so Jesus believed. Jesus did go home again. 
“Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee...” “When he came to 
Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was 
his custom.” The hometown boy, now with a reputation that preceded him, went home again. 
The hometown folks, of course, did finally reject him because of his message, which ironically 
was their own message, a message plucked right from their sacred scriptures, but as I said, 
brought in such a way that the veil protecting their conspiracy of blindness about themselves 
was lifted. But, that's next week. The lectionary splits this story in half, so that's next week. 
 
For now, suffice it to say that despite what he knew, what we all know to be true, that you 
really can't go home again, he did anyway. And he did it for God's sake. He did it for the people 
of Nazareth's sake, because God had given him a message to be proclaimed and lived. And, if it 
was indeed a word from God, then it had to be somehow for everybody, especially for those 
who would most easily reject it. That would be the hometown folks, the ones who knew him 
when he was a snot-nosed kid under foot, or when as a teenager, like all teenagers, he struggled 
with adolescence.  
 
Or, perhaps always in the back of their minds, and especially when he started preaching what 
they didn't want to hear, was his status as a mamzer. Mamzer is a Jewish term that meant 
basically a mixling, a mongrel. And you see, historically there are three different possibilities 
put forth about Jesus birth circumstances in the New Testament, and in early rabbinic literature. 
One is that he was in fact, Joseph's son, but born out of wedlock. Two, that he was the product 
of an affair between Mary and a Roman soldier (that from early rabbinic literature.), and Three, 
that he was the son of the Most High. But, in any case, what would have been known 
historically about him at the time was that his mother's identity was clearly known, but that his 
father's was questionable or tainted. He was a mamzer, and although there were allowances 



made for hospitality and acceptance, there was still separateness, and a stigma that went with 
that status. 
 
The hometown folks knew him, and had in a sense already rejected him. And yet, he went back 
home anyway, as a bearer of the gospel. It was for our gain. For grace to be grace for us, it 
must come to where we are truly known. Maybe it even has to be spoken to us, lived for us in 
some way by someone we've rejected. Because, it's precisely that “pushing away” of ourselves 
at some deep level where we don't feel like we're acceptable people, or of others that we've 
deemed unacceptable that has to be overcome, isn't it?  
 
Maybe that's why the church has always said of marriage that it is modeled on the relationship 
between Christ and the church. So, for the church, it's a relationship which is meant to bathe us 
in grace and so enable us to become the people God intends us to be, to become more than we 
would have been able to absent this relationship of grace. And, it's also why if we're honest, 
entering into marriage is always such a scary thing, because this person really is going to truly 
know you, aren't they? And you're going to truly know them, and who knows if either of you 
will be up to the challenge of bathing the other in grace? For grace to be grace for us, it must 
come to where we are truly known. And it's never easy for us to let that happen. 
 
That's why we put ministers up on pedestals, I think. There is something in us that wants 
preaching to be about the possibility of being a better person in all the ways our society 
measures that, than this unacceptable person we know ourselves to be. And so, we want this 
word to come from someone who is better! Not from someone we know really is just like us, 
and who therefore will indeed know us just as we are and vice versa. 
 
Well, the gospel is all about transformation, and becoming the people God intends, but that 
only comes from feeling and accepting God's love of the people we are, feeling and accepting 
God's love of the people others are, just as they are. And that transformation? That, as Paul 
says, is hidden in Christ.  We won't know it fully realized in ourselves, because the minute you 
claim it for yourself you've already set yourself up to be something you're not, haven't you? No, 
for grace to be grace for us, it has to come to where we are fully and truly known. 
 
But, listen to this story. It does! He came to his hometown. They knew him, and he knew them. 
He knew of their rejection of him, and they knew that he knew that of them. He comes and he 
reads the scroll from Isaiah saying: “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 sits down in the preacher's chair and says, “Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.” That is, “today, I come with that word of God for you.” 
 
So, it came where they were fully and truly known. But, here's the catch. It came from one they 
had rejected. Here's the catch. It comes still from ones we can easily and perhaps do easily 
reject for being too much like the parts of ourselves and the people in our world we have 
deemed unacceptable. So, as long as we are focused on ourselves and our status and standing, 
on the evidence of Christ in us, our seeming acceptance this word from God will be a sham, 
just as it was for the folks in Nazareth. It's only when we are focused on seeing and receiving 
Christ in those we are rejecting or have rejected that we can truly receive this word as good 
news for us. For then we will know ourselves as truly poor, in the sense of needing so much to 
be made rich in the spirit of forgiveness. Then we will know ourselves as truly captive to our 
own prejudices. Then we will know ourselves as blind in our silent conspiracies to keep hidden 
the deep wounds and faults in ourselves and our society. And only then will we know that the 
year of the Lord's favor is for us too, along with all those we've rejected. And only then will we 
know that we can be given true sight that can lead to healing and release of all the things that 
bind us. Only then will we know that we can be made rich in Christ's life of befriending the 



poor and the outcast, the enemy and any and all that we have rejected. You see, by going back 
to his hometown Jesus lets us know that our salvation and the salvation of all the persecuted 
and rejected are always bound up together. One is not possible without the other. 
 
The movie “In My Country,” deals with the stories that came out of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission which was set up in South Africa in the time of the transition from 
the white-ruled Apartheid government to the black-ruled democratic government. That 
commission operated from the Zulu understanding of Ubuntu, which understands that a person 
becomes a human being through other persons, and that there is a self-assurance that comes 
from knowing that we all belong to a greater whole and so each one is diminished whenever 
any other is diminished or humiliated. 
 
It sounds like Paul writing to the Corinthians, doesn't it? “If one member suffers, all suffer; if 
one is honored all rejoice.” And the one who causes us the most shame to have among us is the 
one to whom we are to give the most honor. What the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
promised was that if the perpetrators of violence and injustice came and confessed their guilt 
before those or the families of those they'd hurt or killed, and listened to the stories of their 
victims, they would be granted amnesty. 
 
One of those stories involved a young black boy, no more than 7 or 8 who had not spoken a 
word ever since witnessing two white police officers come into his home and shoot and kill his 
parents. One of the white officers confessed as to how ever since that night he'd been unable to 
sleep, or to ever get what he did, or that boy standing in the doorway seeing what he did out of 
his head. And he went there before that seated boy at the hearings and falling to his knees 
pleaded for forgiveness. And the boy slowly took a step forward and then threw his arms 
around the man's neck and hugged him. 
 
Their salvation, any hope for their future life was tied up together. One needed to ask for an 
apology so that forgiveness and reconciliation could come, so that wounds really could be 
healed. For grace to be grace for us, it has to come to where we are fully and truly known. And 
it does. Today, it is fulfilled in Christ. Today, we, as his body, can be those who live it. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


