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4th Sunday in Ordinary Time 2013 

Lk 4:21-30 

Today’s gospel picks up where last Sunday’s gospel left off.  It’s theme should be 

entitled, “What happens when you think you are special and someone tells you ‘not so 

much’”.   Jesus has just returned to Nazareth, he’s gone to synagogue on the Sabbath, 

read a text from the prophet Isaiah, and then gave a short homily telling the people that 

the liberation spoken about in the Isaiah passage was now being fulfilled in the hearing 

of the people.  With years of prayer, thought, study and ordinary work behind him, he 

stood before his own town.  He knew everyone and everyone knew him. He preached 

like a man inspired.  In fact, in his sermon that’s what he really was saying about 

himself- the “Spirit of the Lord is upon me”.   

At first the people are amazed.  They can’t work out how this offspring of one the local 

artisans could speak in the way he did.  “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?”  they ask.  And maybe 

that question has a little sting to it.  Maybe they are really trying to cut Jesus down to 

size, reminding him and the congregation of Jesus’ humble origins and asking how such 

honorable teaching could come from somebody born to a low-status village wood-

worker.  After all, Jesus wasn’t from Jerusalem.  He wasn’t from society. He wasn’t an 

educated scribe.  He wasn’t a Temple priest.  He wasn’t a legal  or religious expert of 

any kind, and yet there seemed to be a certain charismatic quality about his teaching.  

So, they were somewhat amazed at the guy 

Jesus seems to have anticipated that the synagogue crowd would probably press this 

matter of his origins, where he came from, and so he offers a little retort, a little come-
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back, in advance, “I suppose the next thing you’ll be saying to me,”, he says, “is the 

proverb about a physician needing to heal himself, that charity begins at home, so why 

don’t you do here in Nazareth what they say you have been doing in other towns.”  In 

other words, Jesus, don’t forget your neighbors, the people you grew up with, when all 

the good liberation stuff you have just spoken about begins to happen.  Remember who 

we are- God’s covenant people- and your neighbors. 

And then the bite of what Jesus was doing on that Saturday morning in a dozy little 

synagogue in Nazareth begins to be felt, “Let me tell you the truth,”  he says, and you 

can almost hear a shift in the tone of his voice, “I know that prophets never get accepted 

in their own country”- in other words, “I know that you really aren’t going to like what this 

prophet has to say to you.  But let me get to it.  You remember the olden days when the 

great prophets, Elijah and Elisha, were around. It’s going to bit like that right now.  Elijah 

was sent by God to a widow, but that widow wasn’t Jewish.  And Elisha, well, God sent 

him to heal one solitary leper, and that leper was a pagan, the commander of the enemy 

army.”  The unspoken conclusion to what Jesus had just said to the synagogue crowd 

was, “So don’t think you’re going to be treated as if you are special, as if you have any 

privileges in God’s eyes, because you don’t! 

And that’s what did it.  That’s what drove the crowd to real anger and resentment, which 

erupted with such fury that they wanted to take him and throw him off the cliff.  This little 

nobody, this Joseph’s son, had just reminded the people whom he had grown up with 

that in the past God had rescued the wrong people, and that was what he was going to 

do once again.  So if they thought that they had some kind of privilege as being God’s 
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special “pets” when all this good liberation stuff would begin to take place, they had 

better think again.   

Even in the few verses of this text from Luke, you can almost feel the reaction of the 

crowd:  Jesus has just told them that in the past, God sent his prophets to witness 

outside the community of the chosen people, and that was going to happen once more.  

The tremendous anger that this attack on their special privilege as God’s covenant 

people provoked in them is reflected in the graphic portrayal of the violence of their 

attack on Jesus- trying to run him off a cliff.  He wasn’t a real prophet, he was a false 

prophet, and so he needed to be dealt with in an appropriate way- by tossing him off a 

cliff so that he could then be stoned. 

For us to feel the people’s reaction to what Jesus had just said to them, we need to try 

to re-imagine this scene within our own context- maybe something like this: Jesus 

comes home to some little town where he grew up, a town where the biggest religious 

gig is the local Catholic Church.  He attends Mass.  Everyone is glad to see him again, 

they are impressed by what he has to say, at how he talks about spiritual things, so he 

is asked to serve as one of the lectors.  And then at the end of Mass (it has to be at the 

end, during the announcements, because Jesus is a layman and he isn’t allow to 

preach a homily), at the end of Mass, he starts talking in a funny way about God 

bringing about his promised liberation and freedom right now.  And then he says, “But 

you know what, it’s not going to happen here.  It’s going to happen over with those icy 

people, those Episcopalians, or maybe with those crazy Pentecostals across the tracks, 

or maybe in that old synagogue downtown or maybe even in that new mosque that you 

hate to look at.   
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I know that you guys think that you are the last bastion saving our society from all those 

evil people out there who are hell-bent on destroying our cultural heritage and our 

freedom.  You may think that you are the last faithful bunch left, and that you are special 

in God’s eyes.  Well, let me tell you something.  You are not.  The poor to whom the 

good news will be proclaimed and the captives who will be liberated and set free can be 

any, any of God’s people.” 

This story in Luke’s gospel is a powerful challenge to our notion of privilege,  to the 

sense of our specialness, which we religious types are all prone to in one way or 

another.   And if we recognize that, one of the thoughts that can race almost 

unconsciously through our heads at times is, “If I’m not special, if I don’t get special 

privileges, then why should I bother with all this religious stuff at all?”  If we ever get 

anywhere close to that thought, then we need to pause, take a deep breath, ask God to 

save us from ourselves, and listen once again to the gospel of Jesus, listen once again 

to that gospel which opens the doors and welcomes home anyone and everyone who 

will response in the slightest way to the invitation of God in Christ, that gospel which is 

far more easily heard and received by those know there is nothing inside themselves 

that gives them privilege or makes them special over against others.  “This guy, there’s 

something wrong with him.  He welcomes sinners and eats with them.”   I recently heard 

someone say that “you know we’re in trouble in the church when we begin looking more 

like Jesus’ opponents than like Jesus.” 

The ones who most often are simply incapable of hearing and receiving the good news 

are precisely those who regard themselves as already special because of who they are, 

or what they have done, or what status they have in life or in the church.  It is an odd but 
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extremely common “fact” (I would say) that when religious people, especially religious 

leaders, invoke images of Christ the Judge and the Last Judgment and wag the finger at 

people, we rarely imagine ourselves as the accused.  In our apocalyptic fantasies, it is 

almost always the others whom we hand over confidently to destruction.  This is not to 

say that there will not be a judgment, but only that we human beings have a propensity 

to turn what is true and good to our own purposes, to reinforce our own sense of being 

God’s chosen, and then consign the rest of humanity to eternal disfavor.  I think that it is 

closer to the truth to say that the ones most likely to experience exclusion are those who 

insist on excluding others, those who simply cannot accept love and gratuitous mercy 

and God’s boundless hospitality.  

Jesus reminded those people in the synagogue that Saturday morning in his home town 

of just how boundless God’s concern and love actually are, and they didn’t want to hear 

that.  Do we? 

 


