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Introduction to the Scripture

This morning, some of us worshipped at the outdoor labyrinth in the woods. One of the 
things I often notice when walking a labyrinth, is how often I am invited to reflect on the 
same location... a little farther down the path, and maybe from a slightly different angle. 
You know how the circuits of a labyrinth kind of wind back on themselves so you’re often 
pretty close to where you used to be, but not quite?

Today, we’ll listen to a story of Jesus’s traveling ministry, as he laps himself and returns 
home, to Nazareth. Of course, he—and home, are different since last they met. 

Sermon

I often say this story of Jesus in Nazareth is the scripture for the High Holy Feast of Coming 
Home after College Graduation. I don’t know if you ever experienced this or something 
like it: maybe it was coming back to your parents’ home for a long vacation after many 
years away. But I think we all instinctively know the kind of awkward that Jesus encounters 
here. You’re back in your own room, maybe even that you decorated yourself some years 
ago, but all of it feels out of place. The bed, which was your bed, feels small. 

And then, of course, there are the people. People who pinched your cheek growing up. 
People who worked really hard to not roll their eyes when you dyed your hair that color. 
People who definitely watched you fail, hard, at something real, probably before you really 
succeeded and got some expertise. As Mary said, 

Jesus wades right into all that, today... and, as it turns out, is just as human as we are... no 
matter how much he has come to trust in his own divinity. Nobody is buying whatever is 
coming from the son of Joseph. I appreciate this, because it reminds me that I’m human, 
and it’s ok if every now and then I have an off day, and sometimes folks will have problems 
letting me grow up. 

Really, though, I have to say that all my attention and imagination got caught in a corner of 
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this scripture this week. Does this ever happen to you, when you’re reading a story or 
watching a movie: the “hero” or main character interacts briefly with someone on the 
margins of the story, and you find yourself wondering, what must their life be like? The 
waiter in that restaurant before the big car chase starts? The nurse who helps deliver the 
baby everyone has been waiting for? The janitor who’s going to have to clean up whatever 
mess just got made?

I know that this is supposed to be a story about how Jesus couldn’t “do his thing” in his 
home town because they couldn’t get used to how he had grown and changed... but did 
you hear the “others”, off in the corner? The scripture says, “And he could do no deed of 
power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them.”

I know this is supposed to be about the failure of connection between Jesus and Nazareth, 
and how sad and uncomfortable that can feel, and I appreciate that. But I also want to say, 
if you are a member of the few, the sick, the ones who received a passing mention, and 
maybe a passing touch from Jesus... This is really the story of how you got healed. 

This side note story of Jesus is the hinge-point of their lives. It bears reminding and 
reorienting ourselves that we are often unaware of when those around us may be living 
the most important moment of their lives. Or what gesture, action, accident, or event may 
be at the heart of that. 

It is also a reminder of the stakes when we talk about doing ministry in the world. 

I’m encountering people who are feeling called to serve, to speak, to act in very new ways 
in this current moment in our politics and in our citizenship. The two biggest concerns I 
hear are these: 

1.  We worry that we will lose our friends.

In such a polarized world, I hear so much anxiety about how much we have utilized our 
media, our technology, and our tendency to isolate and cut off those who express 
opinions different than our own. I hear concern that if “I am changed, if I am called… will I 
be turned away by those I love?”
Here’s the thing, friendship, family, beloved-ness holds the beloved lightly and embraces 
the flowering and growing of that one’s soul.
 

2.  We worry that we won’t be effective. 



Now, our mainline Protestant roots generally convince us that there is no problem that 
cannot be solved by a committee, hopefully that we chair and never have to take minutes 
at. We believe in collective solutions to problems, (which is to say we believe in the power 
of God working through us to transform the world for the better… don’t hear me beating 
up on committees too much!) and since our solutions are collective, we look for 
efficiencies. 

Those same roots can betray us because we tend to look for utilitarian solutions to 
problems. So, a reminder if you skipped ethics class this week, utilitarianism is the 
philosophy that the right action is that which maximizes pleasure and/or minimizes 
suffering. Ethics professors are always looking for the big exaggerated example to make 
things clear, so: there’s a nuclear reactor that’s going to explode, and there’s one person 
who can climb inside and avert the disaster, but only at the expense of their own life. The 
needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one. Which sounds pretty good, unless you 
are the one!

From a utilitarian view of this story, the Son of God can go and “waste” a weekend, and 
only a few people will be healed. Thanks be to God, Jesus is extravagant and “wasteful” 
with God’s love and healing. Jesus shows up and heals anyway. 

We cannot let ourselves be trapped by the thought that we must heal all to heal some. 

I am reminded of the words from the Jewish Rabbinical tradition: 

> "It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work, but neither are you at liberty to desist 
from it.” - (Pirkei Avot 2:21)

Please, change. Please, grow. Please, serve. Please, heal. Anyway.
If it’s one person… that is the world made new. 

In fact, Jesus has a plan... by the end of today’s scripture, Jesus has instructed his 
disciples... not to maximize efficiency... but to maximize contact. Go everywhere you can... 
do good. Heal. Help. If you’re not welcomed, kick the dust off your sandals... but don’t ever 
stop. 

In the end, the disciples go out, and they do what they can, changed and changing in the 
way of Jesus… 

…and you know what? Many were healed. 


