Leicester Cathedral: Maundy Thursday: 9 April 2009
“He has sent me to proclaim release to captives, recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”

Luke Chapter 4, verse 19

Why should such an apparently liberating and inspiring sermon from Jesus (based on the passage read today from Isaiah chapter 61), cause such disquiet, even anger from a faithful Jewish congregation in Nazareth?  Why, by the time we get to verse 28 do we read: “these words aroused the whole congregation to fury; they leapt up, drove him out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which it was built, meaning to hurl him over the edge?”

In a book entitled “Jesus through Middle Eastern eyes”, Kenneth Bailey looks at this passage and reveals that Nazareth was a “settler” town, built as part of a second century BC nationalist plan to create what would now be called “facts on the ground”.  In other words, two centuries before Jesus, this community had been built to move Jewish settlers from Judea onto the land in Galilee.  Bailey points out that colonial enclaves, whether Greek, Roman, British, American or Jewish have a tendency to be politically, culturally and religiously self-conscious and nationalistic.  So, how would Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah have been understood?

The clue lies in what our Lord chooses to omit.  Look carefully at the texts.  Isaiah follows “the year of the Lord’s favour” with “and the day of vengeance of our God”.  Jesus stops quoting at the very point at which judgement and servitude are pronounced on the Gentiles.

The congregation’s goal had been to make “Galilee of the Gentiles” into “Galilee of the Jews”.  But Jesus is pointing in a radically different direction.  If you read on in the passage, you find Jesus telling the story of Naaman – the story of a Gentile whose remarkable faith was rewarded.  So Jesus is in effect saying this to his congregation in Nazareth (and to us):

“If you want to receive the benefits of the new golden age of the Messiah, you must learn from the Gentiles.  You must see the Gentiles as your superiors spiritually and acknowledge that they can instruct you in the nature of authentic faith.  The benefits of the “year of the Lord’s favour” which I have come to inaugurate, are available to such people”.

And Kenneth Bailey makes this point: “The Gospel is not safe in any culture without a witness within that culture from beyond itself.  In every culture the message of the Gospel is in constant danger of being compromised by the value system that supports that culture.  It must be the stranger who can instinctively identify those points of surrender and call the community back to a more authentic faith.  But such infusions of new life are usually resented and resisted.”

This Lent I have spent 10 days, spread over 5 weeks, in the company of those who for the most part spend their time inhabiting a culture radically different from mine.  The homeless, shuffling quietly into the Dawn Centre, just 100 yards from Leicester railway station, unseen by busy commuters.  The victims of alcohol poisoning dying of addiction encouraged by cheap availability, social acceptability and remorseless advertising.  The heroine addicts, sharing a pizza together, and as they broke bread, telling me their stories of repeated lifelong rejections, finally resolved by learning to accept each other.

These days have not been easy for me.  I have found them exhausting physically and emotionally.  I have been anxious about appearing patronising or gratuitously curious, and I have wondered, and I wonder still, what do they have to tell me – what is the voice of Jesus saying through these broken lives?

And at this point in Holy Week, on the day we gather to renew our commitment to our various ministries, and to recall our Lord’s death outside the city, I have mostly a question rather than an answer.  And the question is: “Who are the people whom we, the Church, thrust out, or at least leave hanging around at the edge as second class citizens – the people whose marriages have broken, the gay people?  Or what about the hoodies, the street gangs, the MPs fiddling their expenses?”
Timothy Radcliffe, in his Lent book “Why go to Church?” asks why all these people seem excluded from our alters, and he goes on: “The supreme unclean in our society is perhaps the paedophile who, even when he has served his term, will be hunted down, whose doors will be daubed with abuse, and who is seen as the very epitome of evil, the scapegoat on whom we load all our fear and failure.  These are the people who are dumped outside the camp, where Christ died.  Christ died for them too”.

And, brothers and sisters, it is to renew our calling to serve that truth that we come together today.  Globally we are passing through a once in a lifetime period, when values, priorities and inequalities are being redefined.  Locally, in our Diocese, we are facing some defining challenges – to press on with our Shaped by God agenda, so that we support each other in reaching out beyond the camp to be with those who don’t conform, can’t produce the Parish Share, are not promising in terms of mission opportunities.  To press on with Cathedral Square plans so that the whole Diocese can feel a participant in enabling this site to be a vibrant, vivid heart of witness and outreach for the Gospel – especially to children and young people who feel profoundly distrusting and alienated from our Church culture.

To secure a future for Launde Abbey so that it continues to be a spiritual resource for the whole Diocese and beyond, offering us access to the springs of grace and renewal we need for the biggest challenges of mission.

These and other demands require us to constantly ask the right question.  Not, “who belongs to this church?”, but “to whom does this church belong?”  Who are the people we are called to be with, outside the camp?

Barbara Glasson, a Methodist minister in Liverpool, describes how she founded a church around a group of unlikely people from the margins of society who got together to bake bread.  Instead of trying to knead her people into the shape of conventional Christianity by asking how their experience fitted with the tradition of the church, she asked a more profound theological question: “How does this experience change our tradition?”  The strength of that church was measured by the numbers of those who, renewed by the Spirit, were able to leave it to restart their lives.
This has been an unusual Holy Week for me.  Palm Sunday and Monday were spent in Cape Town where we had gone for a family wedding.  On Monday during a visit to the largest sprawling African township we came across ‘Fikelela’, an outreach project for the orphans of parents who have died from Aids.  Most are HIV positive and some are only 2 or 3 years old.  You cannot get much further outside the camp than that.  Tiny, vulnerable, parentless children, carrying incurable diseases stared longingly at us.  And all I could hear in my mind were the words “This is my Body, broken for you”.

Coming to the alter of Christ is to be in the company of the displaced and the dispossessed.  Coming to renew our response to God’s call is to renew our readiness to be in the company of those the world rejects.  Coming to hear God’s word is to have eyes opened to see God afresh in their midst.

The Dominican, Simon Tugwell, in his reflections on the Beatitudes put it like this: “To have a pure heart means that everywhere you look, whatever you are looking at, you see God.  God revealing himself in myriad ways, but always God.  We must not think of this in childish terms.  It does not mean that when you look at butterflies, you get a syrupy feeling inside and say to yourself “How utterly beatific”.  It means that you are going to look at a man on a cross and know that you are looking at God.”

May we see God afresh this Holy Week and in our seeing be renewed for His service.  Amen
