Nehemiah 8.1-3, 5-6, 8-10, Psalm 19, | Corinthians 12.12-31a, Luke 4.14-21

When | was growing up, my neighborhood friends enjoyed playing a variety of team
games. And thankfully, there was a nearby park that offered us a prime space to
embark on these recreational endeavors. It wasn’t uncommon to receive a phone call or
for someone to walk up the street calling everyone to gather in the park. | always looked
forward to the opportunity to run outside and join. After making our way to the site of our
makeshift football venue (with an occasional tree that marked first downs) or the
improvised and oddly shaped baseball diamond (with a bush marking third base), or the
driveway basketball court (with the askew backboard), captains were chosen and teams
began to form. As we lined up for the selection process, | knew that | would never be
picked first, or second or even third. Most likely, | would be picked last or at best second
to last. | had no delusions of grandeur. These captains knew all too well. They knew that
tackling for me was more of an attempt to slow someone down and that a stiff breeze
would more than likely knock me to the ground. They knew that | would swing at a pitch
but if | actually made contact that it would never leave the in field. In basketball, | could
only dribble with my right hand so if the ball actually made it to me, | would either pass it
quickly to someone else or fling it toward the basket hoping and praying that it might hit
something and with some luck, actually fall through the hoop.

In today’s lesson from First Corinthians, Paul warns the converts in Corinth to not think
that one person’s talents are better than another’'s. He said that all the gifts, provided by
the Holy Spirit, are important to God just as the body has many parts, and each part
(eyes, hands, feet, etc.) provide necessary attributes to the function of the whole. We
are not so unlike the Corinthians who we assume were arguing about whose gifts were
best. When we were young, we studied the Guinness Book of World Records to
discover ways to set ourselves apart and as adults we clamor up the ladder of success
and look at the people around us on a sliding scale of value that points out who is
important, and at the same time confirming who isn’t. We believe, deep down, that what
we have to offer is much superior to anyone else.

Jesus encounters this same way of thinking in Nazareth. Jesus had grown up there and
the people were excited to welcome him back in today’s Gospel lesson. While
worshipping, Jesus was called upon to read the Holy Scripture. The passage that he
read was from the prophet Isaiah. In the selection, the prophet proclaims that he, not
Jesus or some future figure, has been anointed by God, that the spirit has landed on
him, and he is going to bring good news to the oppressed, to prisoners, to all the lowly
people of the world.

Upon sitting down, when it was customary for the rabbi to explain the meaning of the
scripture, Jesus told his friends and relatives that the passage was fulfilled “in their
hearing.” Even though it wasn'’t a scripture that was necessarily fulfillable, with all we
know about Jesus, we automatically assume it to be true. The people of Nazareth, on
the other hand, who had known Jesus for many years, had a different response. Initially
they celebrate this statement because they see it a good for themselves. If Jesus was
the fulfillment then they were in the good because he was on their team. But just a few



verses further past where our gospel story ended, Jesus warns his friends in Nazareth
against complacency because, as he says, God is looking out for all people, even those
other people, the ones who the people of Nazareth persecute. When they hear this,
they run Jesus out of town in hopes of being able to throw him off a cliff. But Jesus left
and went on his way.

| believe that we have to explore these passages with a different lens. We have to
understand something that the Corinthians and the people of Nazareth didn’t. They
considered God’s work done, as already completed and felt that they just needed to get
on board and move up the ladder (something inside). Instead of looking at Paul’s
teaching as a lesson about respecting one another, we should consider what Paul
visions for the communities he founded. He envisioned groups of people with various
gifts who used these gifts to change the world outside of their group, working together
as a synergy rather than working against each other for personal gain.

Paul visions the communities he founded as glimpses of the kingdom of God on earth,
not in some mystical future but in the present. His early churches were in places like
Corinth, Philippi, and Thessalonica. Today, they are in Austin, Houston, and Port-au-
Prince.

The people of Nazareth thought that Jesus was setting himself apart but what if he was
proclaiming a mission for all who hear the Word of God. In the third chapter of Luke,
Jesus was baptized. We celebrated that event just a few weeks ago, on the first Sunday
after the Epiphany. When Jesus was baptized, God spoke from the clouds saying, “You
are my Son, the Beloved, with you | am well pleased.” Soon thereafter, Jesus began his
ministry and made his way back to his native Nazareth where he read from Isaiah and
declared it fulfilled. The people of Nazareth and most of us thought that Jesus meant
that he alone was anointed by God and he alone was filled with the Holy Spirit, and that
he alone was called to serve the lowly people of the world wherever they might be.

We can get that. Jesus is special. But what if Jesus claims fulfillment not because he is
Jesus but because he is a child of God, baptized into the mission of serving those in
need and making God known to the world. He told those gathered that the passage was
fulfilled in their hearing, what if Jesus wasn'’t setting himself apart but instead calling



