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“Jesus filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to

Galilee…He began to teach in their synagogues.”

It seems natural, that after his baptism in the River Jordan by his cousin John the Baptist, Jesus would return north to the hills of Galilee.  These small villages scattered throughout these lovely hills were, after all, what he knew.  It was where he was comfortable.  While during his thirty years he had traveled regularly to Jerusalem for the Passover festival, he was still a child of the countryside.

He was of the people, and he saw his mission as being to the people: the hard working, long suffering, observant Jews of places like Canna and Capernaum and Nazareth.  Perhaps he was still unsure of what his ministry was to be, but what better place to being than among people he knew, people like himself, people who would listen to him ?

And so, very early in his budding ministry, Jesus comes to Nazareth, his hometown.  While he no longer resided there, having moved to Capernaum, his brothers and sisters still lived there, as did his childhood friends, his Hebrew teacher and rabbi, people for whom he had made new tables or repaired broken oxen yokes.

It must have been quite a reunion.  Some news of their Jesus had already preceded his return.  There were stories of crowds gathering to hear him teach, tales of wonders like the water turned into wine at Canna, rumors or possible healings.  In other words, a buzz about this friend and neighbor of theirs was developing.  Of course, they were anxious to see him again and to judge for themselves whether a new rabbi or prophet had been sent by God to the Jewish people.

At first it must have been a happy reunion.  It always is good to see old friends and to recall good times together.  Staying at the family home, now under the firm hand of his eldest brother James, Jesus adopted easily to the village routine and probably helped with his family’s work.  Perhaps he even advised James about a particularly difficult carpentry problem that had arisen.

Part of that village routine was for the men to gather in the synagogue on Sabbath Day.  Jesus sat on the benches along the walls, surrounded by familiar, friendly, yet curious faces.  Would Jesus teach here in his hometown also ?  Would he perform any signs of God’s power resting upon him ?  Or would he reveal himself as the Jesus they had all known over the years ?

Today’s gospel tells us what happened.  Having been handed the scroll of the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Jesus chose to read a passage that long had been interpreted as applying to the Messiah who God would sent to free his people Israel and to restore the Jewish nation.  

“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.”

Then he sat down, and with all eyes upon him, said

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in you hearing.”

There was stunned silence in the synagogue.  Had Jesus just applied these words to himself ?  Was he – dare he – claiming to be the Messiah ?

What actually happens in the Nazareth synagogue that day will be the story of next Sunday’s gospel.  So you will have to wait !  If you want to sneak a preview you can read Luke 4:21-30.

So we are left to wrestle today with what our response will be to the declaration of Jesus to be the Messiah promised by God.  Or, as the church came slowly to proclaim, that Jesus is God’s Son, born in the flesh; that indeed, Jesus is God.  How do you react to that claim ?  You have a whole seven days to ponder your own response to the decision Jesus has presented to you this morning:  Is he for you the Christ, the anointed one of God, the Lord of your life, the Savior of the world ? 

This past Friday evening and Saturday five YPF members and four adults from Epiphany attended a program called CityReach at Saint Paul’s Episcopal Cathedral in Boston.  CityReach is sponsored by a ministry called Ecclesia (Greek word for church).  Ecclesia has developed a community of caring and sharing and helping and healing among the 6000 persons who are homeless in Boston at any one time.  It is a drop in the bucket compared to the extent of the need, but what we heard and saw was remarkable.  

Friday evening about 100 teenagers and adults gathered from Sandwich, Brookline, Newton, Peterborough, NH, Shrewsbury and Winchester.  We heard twelve persons either currently or formally homeless, speaking of their lives and descent into homelessness.  For many of them it was unexpected.  While drugs and alcohol played a part in some of the stories, we learned that there are many reasons contributing to one becoming homeless: loss of a job, breakup of a marriage, lack of a family support system, inadequate government resources, mental illness, physical illness. The cause is usually a combination of many factors; the results, as one man stated, “I arrived in Boston from my home in Hampton, NH with the clothes on my back, half a pack of cigarettes, and not a penny in my pocket.”

Then between 9 and 10 pm we walked with our guides through the streets of Boston seeing homeless, hearing more of their personal stories, and learning about a remarkable non-governmental, mostly church supported network, of places to sleep, to eat, to shower, to do laundry, to receive counseling and simple friendship.  We even learned of a book club for homeless people which meets every Tuesday for two hours, and which is now being replicated in eight other cities.  We discovered that one settled in an apartment, lives are transformed simply by having a place to call “home”.  And yes, some of them have iPhones and computers and are even on Facebook.
Lives so different from ours: yet needs and desires that are identical: food and children, a place to live, family and friends.  This is what the Ecclesia ministry provides, without imposing an agenda.  The homeless are loved for who they are; they are helped only as they desire to be helped; each person is valued as a sacred child of God.  And they are drawn into the community of the church.  Space is made for them also to sit on those benches lining the sides of the Nazareth synagogue.  Places are avialable to them at Saint Paul’s Cathedral, at Saint John’s Episcopal Church on Bowdoin Street (Saturday/Sunday’s Bread), at Saint Augustine’s and Saint Cyprian’s Episcopal Church in Roxbury, at Saint Stephen’s Episcopal Church in the South End in Boston.  Hopefully there are places for them here at Epiphany also.
On Saturday morning we made hundreds of sandwiches and sorted out untold numbers of men’s and women’s pants, shirts sweaters, scarves, gloves, underwear, and toiletries.  And between 10 am and 12 noon about seventy-five homelss persons came in to eat and to get needed clothing, including many warm jackets.  

To conclude we refected on the experience.  We wrote a prayer you will hear later in the service, and we made a banner.  Epiphany’s banner is very simple, symbolizing our hands and the hands of the Ecclesia ministry workers reaching out together to help.  It is CityReach.

I would ask you to keep those CityReach experiences in mind as you reflect this coming week upon the question I have posed to you.  You are sitting here in church.  You have heard Jesus claim for himself the words of Isaiah.

“The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anoited 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.”

WHO IS CHRIST TO YOU ?  AND HOW ARE YOU CALLED TO RESPOND TO HIS CLAIM TO BE THE LORD OF YOUR LIFE ?

