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In 1998, a film was released that didn’t get much hype at the box office, but the story has been 

forever emblazoned on my mind. The movie Simon Birch was based loosely on John Irving’s 

novel, A Prayer for Owen Meany, and starred Ian Michael Smith as Simon. 

 

Simon Birch tells the story of a young boy who was born with a form of dwarfism and raised in a 

small New Hampshire town. Though smaller in stature, Simon had a great big spirit within him. 

He was afraid of almost no one, including his pastor and his Sunday School teacher, who seem to 

be constantly correcting him. You see, Simon viewed himself as a miracle from God and he 

wasn’t afraid to let everyone know it, either. In fact, it gets him into trouble from time to time, 

especially with church folks. 

 

At one point early in the movie, Simon finds himself arguing with his pastor in the middle of a 

worship service about whether God is more concerned with the church bake sale or with people.  

Right from the beginning, you can sense Simon’s spunk; unafraid to take on the biggest of the 

faithful. His worship outburst, however, earned him detention following Sunday School. 

 

When the pastor came into the classroom expecting an apology, Simon was sitting in the corner 

thinking about what he said and whether he should apologize. Rev. Russell looked at Simon and 

said, “Simon, what do you think you’re doing sitting in a corner?” Simon responded, “Thinking 

about God.” Rev. Russell follows up by asking, “In a corner?” To which Simon responded, 

“Faith is not in a floor plan.” 

 

Despite his size and the view many adults had of Simon, he was filled with faith and a conviction 

that God could and would use him to do great things. He believed with every fiber of his being 

that he was a miracle and there was nothing that he could not be or do if God called him to it. By 

the end of the movie, Simon became a hero for the entire town and saved a bunch of smaller 

children from what could have been a great tragedy. I don’t want to give up the ending if you 

haven’t seen it, but Simon’s sense of purpose is something that you can see throughout the 

movie. 
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Unlike Simon Birch, we don’t hear much about Jesus’ early years in Nazareth. Our scripture 

lesson, however, has him returning to his hometown following his baptism by John in the Jordan 

and a period of forty days in the wilderness. Unlike today when trained leaders of the synagogue 

and educated rabbis prepare the order of worship and a message for the people, it was not 

uncommon for a man to stand up, read from the scriptures, and begin the conversation among the 

people. 

 

After his wilderness journey, Jesus does just that as he begins preaching in the synagogues 

throughout Galilee. According to Luke, he seems to be well-received by the people as they praise 

him for his words. Eventually, Jesus makes his way back to his hometown of Nazareth. As he 

has been doing everywhere else, he stands up to read from the scroll of Isaiah and he begins: 

 

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. 

 

Luke tells us that he rolled up the scroll, handed it back to the attendant, and when he sat back 

down, the eyes of everyone in the synagogue were focused on him. His hometown was waiting 

to see what he had to say to them. They had known him as a child. They remembered him. How 

would he interpret the text? What great lesson would he bring to them? What insight would he 

have for them? 

 

When he finally did speak, Jesus said simply, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing.” 

 

Now there’s a sermon! That’s it? “Here’s the scripture and now you’re experiencing it!” That’s 

all they get? If we read the very next verse, everyone continues to speak well of him in that 

moment. They recognize Jesus as Joseph’s son. Is this seriously all he has for them, though? 

 

How might the scripture be fulfilled for them in that moment? The Romans are still in charge. 

The poor continue in their poverty. Political prisoners remain imprisoned. John will soon be 

beheaded by Herod. There are still plenty needing healing and sight. They live under the constant 

oppression of the empire. And while the year of the Lord’s favor, or Jubilee, is a great concept, 

we’re not quite sure if it ever has been fully established. 

 

If Jubilee was there in that moment, land would be returned to the original owners, debts would 

be forgiven (including the dreaded taxes), indentured servants would be freed, and there would 

be a redistribution of wealth and power. The year of Jubilee was the farthest thing from their 

present reality as Jesus takes his seat. 

 

Jesus, however, was clear about his mission. He was there to proclaim the moment until it was 

fully realized in their midst. 
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I wonder what the people came to the synagogue expecting that day. Whatever it was, Jesus’ 

message became a word of hope for them that the present reality wouldn’t stand. He was about 

sharing the good news, and with that good news comes a sense of God’s justice being established 

among them. For Jesus, evangelism, the proclamation of the good news, and justice went hand-

in-hand. The Spirit had fallen upon him for this ministry of good news and justice for the poor, 

imprisoned, and oppressed. 

 

The late Archbishop Desmond Tutu once said, “I don’t preach a social gospel; I preach the 

gospel, period. The gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ is concern for the whole person. When 

people were hungry, Jesus didn’t say, ‘Now, is that political or social?’ He said, ‘I feed you.’  

Because the good news to a hungry person is bread.” 

 

When Christians share the good news, we’re not simply invited to preach and walk away, but to 

respond in such a way that we change ourselves and the world around us to reflect more of God’s 

kingdom in the world around us. 

 

Today is Scout Sunday here at Birmingham First. We’re so blessed to have our scouts with us, 

leading in worship this morning. Seeing these young people reminds me so much of the days that 

I was a scout years ago. My first job away from home was working summers at D-Bar-A Scout 

Ranch in Metamora. Scouting was a great influence on my life in so many ways. As a result of 

some transitions, our troop folded when I was in high school. I only made it to the rank of Star 

Scout, but I carry with me some of life’s greatest lessons. 

 

One of the deepest lessons I remember being taught from a very early time was that whenever 

we left our campsite, we were called to leave it not simply as we found it, but in better shape 

than we found it. There were some places that were so pristine, I couldn’t imagine how we might 

leave them better off. Yet, our leaders taught us that there was always something we could do to 

make the place we stayed better, whether it was one more walk through of the site or planting a 

tree when we left. We were constantly made aware of the impact we could have on the world 

around us. The Scout slogan, “Do a good turn daily,” became a way of life for how we treated 

one another and the world around us in big and little ways. 

 

Today our scouts have shared with us how scouting has helped them to grow in reverence for 

God and for one another. Scouts, with Jesus, the Spirit of the Lord is upon you, upon us, inviting 

us, beckoning you, calling out to each of us to “do our good turn daily” as we not only preach 

good news for others, but live it, here and now. 

 

When we feed the hungry, clothe the naked, house the homeless, clean up a neighborhood, 

welcome and include all, we do so in the name of Jesus who came to do the same. We bring a 

piece of his kingdom into the present and leave this world better than we found it. 

 

Maybe we’ll never see the year of Jubilee fully lived out in our lifetime, but we can keep 

working toward it, and by the grace of God give witness to what God is doing in the world 

around us each day. You’re a miracle! Let’s live like it! 

 


