
4th SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY 

February 3, 2019 

 

Text: Luke 4:21-30 

Theme: The Truth Is …  

 

In my first year of seminary everyone was assigned a teaching parish.  

It was our first formal opportunity to learn all the intricacies of the 

ministry.  We were eager and ready to learn.  For ten hours a week we 

were to help with worship services and then we were to use the rest of 

our time shadowing the pastor.   
 

I will be forever grateful for these hands-on experiences because it 

helped me understand one of the things I have come to believe about 

the church.  It is natural that over time our churches start to mirror the 

passions of our pastors.   
 

As I walked up the steps of my teaching parish for the very first time I 

noticed their signboard was marked permanently with their mission 

statement – Love Everyone.  Exclude No One.  In the back of the 

church ramps had recently been built to make the church accessible 

for people in wheelchairs.  Of course it was built for anyone who 

needed it but I learned the church wanted a ramp for those who lived 

across the street.  Every Tuesday we would head over to the group 

home and assist about 12-15 people who wanted to come over for 

dinner and worship.  Even though they were limited in what they 

could do physically they made up for it in spirit.  We literally fed 

them their dinner and they fed us at worship with their lively banter. 
 

Later in the week we would spend an evening sharing a meal with 

people who had AIDS.  It became a ministry of the church soon after 

the pastor’s brother died from the disease.  We partnered with other 

churches that hosted pot-luck dinners every Friday night.  Shared 

meals later turned into an opportunity to refurbish a house where the 

people could spend time together in safety.  Down on my hands and 

knees I remember being next to one of the men as we scrubbed away 

at the filthy floor and turned it from black into its original color. 
 

On Sunday mornings we held our traditional worship with our doors 

wide open to embrace people of all races, abilities, cultures, and 

sexual identities.  We welcomed people of all ages and all different 

family configurations.  Once the service was over a small number of 

us would head to the nursing home to lead a service.  On other 

Sundays we would head to the city jail to lead worship there.   
 

St. Andrew had a different ministry focus under the leadership of 

other pastors but for me this particular pastor mirrored what Jesus 

outlined in his very first sermon that he delivered in his hometown 

(the lesson we heard last week).  Because of her own life experiences 

and her understanding of the gospel this pastor made it her mission to 

teach others to love everyone and to exclude no one – and there were 

no exceptions. 
 

But not everyone was pleased with the direction of the ministry.  As 

you can imagine there were some who believed the wheelchairs made 

too many marks on the carpeting.  Although they were sympathetic 

towards the pastor when her brother died of AIDS they saw no reason 

to reach out to others carrying that awful disease.  And some even 

wondered if making those visits to the prison might encourage them 

to attend once they were released!  What then!   
 

The church gained many new people who were drawn to this kind of 

ministry and lost others.  Several years later (while still in my first 

parish) I was invited into a call process to explore the possibility of 

becoming the campus pastor for the local universities.  But once a 

member of the board learned that I was still ministering to people 

with AIDS he made sure I was never extended that call.   
 

Last week I shared with you that I wrote a sermon on the gospel text 

and then threw it out in favor of the lesson from Nehemiah.  Today I 

return to the Luke text because what we heard last week and what we 

read this morning belong together.  Last week we heard the content of 

Jesus’ sermon and this week we learn how the people reacted to it. 
 

In all of our gospels, we will encounter no one more passionate about 

his ministry than Jesus.  From the waters of baptism he is cast into the 

wilderness to be tempted by Satan and now filled with the power of 

the Holy Spirit he returns to Galilee and is ready to preach up a storm.  

Wherever he goes the people praise him for his message.   
 

And then (while on a roll) he returns to his hometown and lays out 

what I like to call his mission statement: to bring good news to the 

poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 



blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favor (a jubilee year) (a year of forgiveness).  And once more 

all the people are amazed at his teaching and are willing to follow him 

. . . until he says these three words . . . the truth is.  
 

It was those three little words that made the religious leaders start to 

squirm and to question his authority.  Who does he think he is?  Is not 

this the son of Joseph?  The truth is they became so angry with him 

that they drove him out of town and led him to the brow of the hill to 

hurl him off the cliff.  Jesus escaped and went on his way.  But what 

did he say that was so offensive?   
 

(The truth is) Jesus told the people he came to build a community of 

believers who would be willing to risk living a life that ran counter to 

what they were taught by these religious leaders.  In this case, Jesus 

was telling them that the call from God was to care for those who 

were (for whatever reason) outside of their circle.  God’s love and 

God’s mercy and God’s healing needed to extend beyond the lines 

they drew around themselves.  
 

(And the truth is) not everyone was pleased to hear the direction of 

Jesus’ ministry.  Some did not want to hear that in the kingdom of 

God there was no such thing as us and them – that there was only us.  

And they certainly did not want to hear that there were no limits to his 

love.  What then! 
 

Several years later I came here and you helped me to expand what I 

believe about church.  A church mirrors not only the passions of the 

pastor but in a vibrant and healthy congregation it also mirrors the 

passion of its members.  When you extended this call to me I walked 

into a church that was already deeply invested in reaching out into the 

community.  Over these years we have grown in our hospitality and in 

our study of Scripture and in our prayer life.   
 

But as vibrant and healthy as we are, we still have to find ourselves in 

this story.  We want to be the people who are amazed at his words and 

follow him.  (The truth is) his words should make us squirm.  In our 

faith conversations this week we talked about what it means for us to 

risk living a life that runs counter to what the world teaches us.  It is 

not as easy as it sounds.   
 

And who exactly are we keeping outside of our circle?   

We have no group home across the street and we do not encounter 

people with AIDS.   But we have a mission statement that reads: 

Sharing Christ’s love with the greatest number of people 
 

Does our mission statement match up with the one offered by Jesus? 

Who are the poor and who are the ones held captive? 

Are they sitting in our pews today? 

Who is unable to see and who is so oppressed that he feels bound? 

Are they close enough that we can embrace them? 
 

We need to find them and let them know about Christ.   

It is what we do as church.  Amen  


