3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time (C)

01/24/2016
A woman goes to the doctor's office where she is seen by one of the younger doctors.  She is about three minutes into the examination when she burst out screaming as she runs down the hall.  An older doctor stops her and asks what the problem is, and she tells him her story.

He listens, and then he has her sit down in another room.  The older doctor marches down the hallway back to where the young doctor is writing on his clipboard.  ‘What's the matter with you?’ the older doctor demands. ‘Mrs. Perry is 72 years old, has four grown children and seven grandchildren, and you tell her she is pregnant?’
The younger doctor continues writing and without looking up says, ‘I bet she doesn't still have the hiccups does she?’
Some people try to use something shocking or dramatic to grab our attention.  Entertainers (like the great Houdini or Evel Knievel, for example), made their names in show business by presenting situations that were thought both undoable and dangerous.
It is sometimes presented as though Jesus, when he proclaims the messianic message found in Isaiah (our Gospel reading from Luke), is doing something similar.  He does have the attention of those present, we are told, but is this the reason that he chose to proclaim this message from Isaiah?  I suspect that there might be a different reason.

Jesus has recently experienced God at his baptism near the River Jordan, and, in the desert, the very human tendency to doubt his experience.  He chooses – somehow – to trust his experience.  This leads him to recognize God with him.  That is, the message found in Isaiah isn’t something that he has heard about from someone else, he has personally experienced it.
Both our first reading (from Nehemiah) and our gospel story (from Luke) agree: TODAY God’s promise is fulfilled in our hearing!  No one can convince us that this is true.  The human tendency (and what many of us have been taught) is that God’s promise will be fulfilled at a later date… sometime in the future, possibly, but not NOW!

The reaction that Jesus receives is mixed.  (We will hear the reaction of the crowd next weekend.)  There are those who are amazed at his words, and there are those who have their doubts, and both eventually take offense at him.  No one – it would seem – experiences what Jesus has experienced.  It is after this encounter that Jesus changes his way of teaching.

What prevents us from experiencing God in union with us now?  There is no simple answer, but there are some commonly shared elements.  We are well schooled and practiced in business transactions in which we look for the best deals and what will, we think, best benefit ourselves; we emphasize expediency; we are comfortable thinking that we are rewarded for successes and punished for failures; and we are familiar with transactions that are quid pro quo.  All of these things prevent us, or cause us to resist God in union with us now.

God’s relationship with us – and what we experience when we meet God – undermines this way of living.  Love and mercy are never expedient; never concerned about our own benefit above others; do not include reward and punishment; and are never quid pro quo.  Our experience of God is always extravagant.
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