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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

He Said What?
I Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30

Yesterday was momentous.  A crowd estimated at perhaps 20,000
people gathered.  They were eager for the honored guest to appear and make
his announcement.  At approximately 7:28 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, he
arrived.  He took his place on the podium as the crowd held its breath.  Then
Punxsutawney Phil announced that he did not see his shadow and an early
spring would occur.  The crowd cheered their local celebrity.

Almost as soon as the famous groundhog offered his prognostication,
meteorologists all over the nation countered the furry fellow’s prediction with
their own forecast of more winter to come.  I don’t think Phil was able to enjoy
even fifteen minutes of fame.

Punxsutawney Phil is a prophet in his own right.  By that I mean that he
tells us what he sees which is a prophet’s job.  He did not see his shadow
yesterday morning in central Pennsylvania so he stayed outside to play
awhile.  Had Phil been in central North Carolina, however, he would have
seen his shadow, and scurried back into his den out of fear because that is
what groundhogs do.  

There was another gathering long ago that was not so different.  The
crowd gathered, eagerly awaiting their honored guest.  He appeared and took
his place in front of them.  They held their breath as he spoke and then they
smiled.  They cheered.  What a great guy–Joseph’s son, a local hero.  They
were so proud of him.  Then Jesus said more for he had seen the shadow,
the shadow side of their life, and he spoke about it.

You have to wonder why Jesus would go and ruin a perfect moment. 
He had everything going for him.  He made a good choice of the scripture to
read for people loved to hear Isaiah’s prophesy about God turning things
around for his people.  He was a homegrown son who had done well and they
were proud of him.  He could have stopped, enjoyed the reception, and left
town with the promise of returning again soon.  But Jesus was a prophet in
the tradition of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Amos.  He had to tell what he saw.  He



could not be silent.  He could not ignore the shadow.  He had to speak
because that is what prophets do.

What did Jesus say that was so shocking?  He mentioned a couple of
instances during times of national crisis when God used the prophets to help
some non-Hebrews.  Elijah provided meal and oil for a widow and her son
who lived in Syria (I Kings 17) and Elisha healed Naaman, a leper, also a
Syrian (II Kings 5).  What is wrong with God helping a few people who were
outside the borders of Israel?  The problem is that Jesus set his comments
in the context of God helping non-Jews instead of Jews.  If Jesus’ words
could be boiled down to a simple statement it would be something like, “We
are not the center of the universe.  We are not the only ones in God’s care.”

The good people of Nazareth had just heard their favorite son quote
Isaiah and announce “good news to the poor . . . release to the captives and
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free . . .  the year of the
Lord’s favor.”  That is all well and good if it is for us.  But if it is for those
people, well . . . .

Jesus’ words were a slap in the face to his one-time playmates and their
parents and children.  Who does this young upstart think he is?  This smart
aleck kid has gotten too big for his britches.  We’ll show him!  And they
hustled him out of town and tried to throw him off a cliff!

This disturbing passage of scripture reminds us that prejudice and
arrogance were alive and well in Jesus’ day.  His friends were upset because
he pointed out that they did not own God.  Not all of the good from God went
to the Jews–and aren’t we grateful!

Matthew and Elizabeth Boulton remind us that this little story
foreshadows the events that took place several years later between Palm
Sunday and Good Friday.1  At both the beginning and the end of his ministry,
crowds cheered Jesus at one moment and then turned around to jeer at him
the next, pushing him toward his death.

The proclamations of a prophet become a problem for us only when we
allow our world to define our faith rather than letting our faith define our world. 
Regardless of what Punxsutawney Phil tells us about the weather, we have

1Matthew Myer Boulton and Elizabeth Myer Boulton, “Reflections on the Lectionary,” The Christian
Century (January 23, 2013): 21.
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a choice.  We can either use the extended winter to plan for the spring or we
can use the early spring to plant for the summer.  Either way, we do
something positive with the news we have heard.  We don’t have to grab the
groundhog and throw him off a cliff.

Following what seems like incessant instances of mass shootings,
especially the killing of so many children in Connecticut, the gun control
debate has raged.  I saw a cartoon last week that caught my attention.  It was
a Kudzu cartoon, the one that was created by Doug Marlette and now
occasionally drawn by his nephew, Andy.  In this cartoon, the long-suffering
preacher, Will B. Dunn, stands before his congregation and says, “Brothers
and Sisters, in the face of cruel and senseless violence . . . we must ask of
ourselves what would Jesus do . . . .”  There is a pause and he exclaims,
“Wait!”  Then he asks the lone person remaining in the pews, “Sister Gracie,
where’s the rest of the congregation?”  And she answers, “They’re out buying
more guns.”2

The argument being put forth today against laws that will restrict
ownership of certain kinds of weapons and ammunition could logically be
followed to say that had Jesus and his disciples been armed in the Garden of
Gethsemane, he would not have been arrested and killed.  The Gospel truth
is that Simon Peter grabbed the sword of a soldier and cut off the ear of the
high priest’s servant.  Did Jesus cry for attack?  No.  He snatched the sword
away, rebuked his disciple, and healed the servant boy saying, “for all who
take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matthew 26:52).  The truth is that
had there been no state-sponsored death penalty, Jesus would not have died
on a cross.

Those kinds of thoughts make us squirm, don’t they?  Talk of gun
control and the death penalty in church causes our blood pressure to begin
to rise.  Other topics cause the same reaction.  We do not like to talk about
the lottery and gambling, healthcare reform and entitlement programs,
Palestinian statehood and the rights of Israel, gay rights, abortion, tax reform,
education reform, CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC.  We do not like to hear
about downtown redevelopment, chicken processing plants, brain injuries
related to football, doping in sports in general, privacy rights, and immigration.

2Andy Marlette, Kudzu, as printed in The Christian Century (February 6, 2013): 8.
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No matter what the issue, if it affects us, it is a big issue.  No matter
what side of the issue we are on, if we come out into the light and see our
shadow, we are frightened and we react.

All Jesus said to the people gathered in Nazareth–the people who had
watched him grow up and knew him better than anyone–was that you are not
the only ones in the room.  You are important to God, but you are not most
important because other people are important to God as well.  God created
us all and loves us all regardless of religious belief, nationality, ethnicity, race,
sexual orientation, political persuasion, education, even team allegiance!  God
loves us all the same.

It puzzles me that we can fawn over the stories in Genesis about how
God created humanity and filled our lungs with his own breath and get mad
when God claims to have other children in the world.  It astounds me that we
can sing along with Paul about love from I Corinthians 13 and then be so
unloving to people who are different from us.  I am perplexed when I celebrate
the fact that I am a child of God and then act in ways that surely embarrass
God the Father himself.

You have heard me say before that I think the movie Groundhog Day
ought to be required watching for anyone thinking about becoming a
Christian.  In the movie, the arrogant, self-centered character played by Bill
Murray sees his shadow-side as he is forced to relive Groundhog Day over
and over.  Every time he wakes up, the same scenarios unfold until he
discovers that he can do some things differently.  He begins to learn new
skills and direct his energies into doing good things for other people.  He
changes a tire for some elderly ladies, he catches a kid falling from a tree, he
encourages a young woman to marry the man she loves, and he saves a few
lives–including his own.  He sees his shadow but eventually changes himself
so that he is no longer frightening to himself or anyone else.  He recognizes
that there are other people in the world who need his acceptance and love
more than he needs it himself.  That is what Jesus wanted his friends to
understand.  God loves us enough to want us to change so that we are no
longer afraid of the light that shines on us all.  And that is why he invites us
to this table where we remember that his life was willingly laid down for
everyone and raised again for us all.  Thanks be to God!
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February 3, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God whose love never ceases and whose mercies never come to an
end, we gather in this place and around your table to offer our praise for your
many blessings to us.  You give us life and then fill our lives with an
abundance of gifts that give our days meaning and purpose: work and play
which allow us to provide for ourselves and use our talents and resources for
the good of others, the beauty of your creation which inspires and delights us,
friends and family with whom to share the joys and challenges of this journey,
and your grace which sustains us through our moments of celebration and
sorrow.  In all circumstances, O Lord, you have loved us with a generosity far
beyond our deserving and, through the gift of your Son, have demonstrated
that love to us so that we might know how to love one another.  For these and
all of the gracious gifts which come from your generous hand, we offer our
thanks and praise.

We come, too, O God, because we know only in part and see as in a
glass, darkly, and so we seek your guidance and grace in the daily demands
of our lives and the lives of others.  Too many in our world live in the midst of
violence, unrest and persecution.  For these, O Lord, empower  us to be
messengers of your peace.  Too many in our city suffer because of poverty,
neglect or hopelessness.  For these, O Lord, enable us to offer compassion. 
Too many of our own number struggle because of sickness or loneliness or
worry.  For these, O Lord, inspire us to extend hospitality and companionship
that will bring healing and comfort.  Too many of us live with fear or insecurity
or doubt because of strained relationships, perplexing circumstances or
uncertain futures.  For each of us and all of us, O Lord, grant us grace enough
for this day and hope for all our days to come.

As we join our brothers and sisters in this place and believers of all
times and places to feast at your table, may we be reminded of the wonder
that is ours because we are a people created in your image, the love that is
ours because we are a people redeemed, the joy that is ours because we are
a people who hold the promises of abundant life now and eternal life with you.

In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy
Spirit we make these and all our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


