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SERMON 

This morning may be the first time you heard the description of the prophet 

Jeremiah’s call to ministry.  It may sound strange to you.  A call to a specific type of ministry 

may be a strange concept to you.  The fact is that very few are called to be prophets.  Years 

ago, I taught a class on Wednesday nights entitled “What Presbyterians Believe.”  I am not 

someone who joins clubs or other organizations, so I do not know how other organizations 

operate, but I do know about the church.  Most of you join this church, or any other church, 

not knowing everything there is to know about the church.  One of the things that you may 

not know you believe is that we are all called by God to be something.  God calls us to be 

somebody that we would not have been without God’s call upon our lives.  You being here 

this morning, being a Christian, being a disciple of Jesus Christ, was God’s idea before it was 

yours.   

Another way to say that is that the life you are living is not your own.  The good news 

in that message is that your relationship with God is not dependent on your having the right 

family background, a positive history of yearning for God, or even a natural inclination that 

has kept you near to God.  When I tell you that your life is not your own, it means that your 

relationship with God is based, and I love this play on words, solely on God.   

That morning Jesus walked into the synagogue in Nazareth was a busy morning.  

Jesus reads from Isaiah and claims that the scripture is fulfilled in him.  Then he reminds the 

people of the stories of Elijah and Elisha, at least significant parts of their stories; the parts 

that tell God’s story takes place in strange places and to those we label as outsiders.  Jesus 

is preaching a sermon to the insiders about God’s grace to outsiders.   

Like many good preachers, Jesus tells stories. Luke records only enough of the 

stories to remind us of the entire saga. Jesus has quoted the prophet Isaiah and now he 

refers to the prophets Elijah and Elisha. In a drought stricken, famine ridden land filled with 

widows, God chose one, a nonbeliever, through which to make known God’s life-giving 

presence and power.  The widow invites Elijah into her home and shares, what she thinks is 

her last bit of food.  God miraculously re-supplies the food.  But that is not gracious 

abundance enough for God.  God far surpasses the miraculous life-giving food for the widow, 

her family and Elijah.  The widow’s son dies and through Elijah, God restores life to the 

widow’s son.   

Naaman, the Syrian General, has leprosy.  Naaman’s servant girl is a nice Jewish girl 

captured in battle.  She tells Naaman that Elisha can heal his leprosy.  There is some back 
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and forth, some misdirection, but finally Naaman bathes in the Jordan River and is washed 

clean of his leprosy.   

I bet most of us would walk away from this story wondering, “Why was the crowd so 

mad?”  What is it in these stories about the miraculous power of God as shown through the 

prophets Elijah and Elisha that so angers the synagogue crowd?  Maybe I am reacting to this 

story with a 21st century perspective, because it seems that something is missing.  Maybe 

we are so sophisticated that we miss the simple motive in this story.  Maybe the crowd in the 

synagogue is angry with Jesus for suggesting that God loves outsiders because they are the 

jealous insiders.   

 

As if the crowd says to Jesus, “Who do you think you are to suggest that God loves some 

other people?”  By “some other people,” I mean any other person.  The synagogue crowd is 

claiming God’s favor through birthright.  They are questioning what Jesus is implying in his 

sermon: that God is doing something new out of the old story.   How could God be gracious 

to someone who is not of the chosen people?  Who does God think he is?   

Is there any difference between the synagogue crowd angry at Jesus and the faithful 

who sit in pews on Sunday mornings in this country?   What is the reaction to the preacher 

on Sunday morning in the Texas border town who preaches that God loves illegal 

immigrants?  What about the preacher in the right-wing conservative church who preaches 

that God loves homosexuals?  In some places in this country the Presbyterian Church is 

known as the Republican Party at prayer.  What if the preacher in a Presbyterian church 

claims that God loves Democrats, not more than Republicans, but maybe just as much?   

What if this story about God loving the outsiders is not a new story?  What if it is the 

same story that Jesus preached in the synagogue?  What if God’s love is for the people on 

the edge, on the margins, in the deserts, and in drought-wracked land?  What if God loves 

those who suffer from famine and displacement?  What if God loves struggling widows and 

single parents?  Is it possible that God loves disbelieving generals of foreign armies? 

Servants?  Trouble makers like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Elijah and Elisha?   

We believe that the God we worship will not be domesticated, shut in, confined or 

home-bound.  And yet, we want to keep our God where we think God belongs.  We want a 

static, or stagnant God who accepts our smoothed over, sweetened stories.  We want a God 

who is complacent as we are and as comfortable as we are with the old stories.  But God 

keeps telling us a new story.  Just as Jesus spoke to the insiders in the synagogue, God 

continues to speak to us today.  The God of all creation loves the people living on the edge, 

in edgy places.  It is an ironic message.  God speaks to those of us on the inside about those 

on the outside. 

God keeps sending prophets to speak this good news.  We are given the opportunity 

to respond.  We can listen but not hear.  We can hear but not respond.  We can respond but 

not follow.  We can hear the stories of the marginalized and be filled with righteous wrath.  

Or we can be filled with wrath as those in the synagogue were who heard the upstart Jesus 
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preaching in his home church.  We can blame the preacher for making us feel 

uncomfortable and meddling with our way of doing things. Or we can be quietly indifferent.   

The crowd in the Nazareth synagogue was not made up of bad people.  They were 

faithful people.  They were in synagogue on the Sabbath.  They are you and me.    The 

religiously committed resist change because they see their resistance as protecting their 

religious tradition; whether the synagogue, the Temple or the church.   

I believe the crowd in the synagogue was not so much angry at Jesus for what he 

claimed for himself as they were about the claim that God was bigger than they wanted God 

to be.  The challenge is being able to hear a new thing.  When God summons us, it is for 

what God wants.  When your friends tell you that they have invited Jesus into their hearts, 

ask them what they do when Jesus asks them, “Can I bring my friends with me?  Can I bring 

the poor, the despised, the hungry, the dirty and the powerless?”  I am concerned that a 

great many church folks will say back to Jesus, “We only want you.”  And Jesus will say back 

to them, “Love me.  Love my friends.”  Hearing the call of God, responding to the summons 

of God is not easy.  It is only through the grace of God that we are able.   


