3rd Sunday Ordinary Time (C)


01/27/2019
The Gospel writer, Luke, undertakes a task of interpreting for his community the significance of Jesus’ life.  He draws from several sources.  He is unconcerned about being completely accurate about details.  His account isn’t meant to be historical.  Rather, Luke is a teller of stories.

The intent of these stories is to help his community see the similarities between the ways in which the divine interacts in the life of Jesus and in their lives.  He attempts to show a pattern that is as old as creation: the divine creates by dwelling within that which is created.  This is manifested specifically in Jesus.

The manifestation of the divine in Jesus is demonstrated by his life: the way that he is open and nonjudgmental; the way that he is accepting and mercy flows through him to heal; the way that he is relational and lives in community; the way that he cannot be someone other than he is.  These (and others) are the life lessons that he shares with his disciples, and invites them to be receptive – open – to the divine doing the same in and through them… and us.
One example of this transformed way of living is found in today’s Gospel story.  Jesus ends quoting the prophet, Isaiah, with: ‘and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.’  This isn’t, however, the end of the passage that Jesus is quoting from Isaiah.  The very next line is: ‘and a day of vindication by our God….’  Jesus purposely omits talking about God’s vindication.  Why?

Most often the ‘vindication of God’ is understood as God wreaking havoc on us.  God punishing us, it is thought, for our moral lapses.  The focus of what Jesus has to say, however, isn’t on punishment but rather on mercy and love.  This sets the tone for his public ministry to follow.
Initially, the message is received warmly.  Then the human element regains control, and anger and violence follow.  The divine, it is demanded, can’t be this gracious!  Jesus is preaching a message of heresy!  The divine, religion often says, is vengeful, punishes the wicked and rewards the righteous.  Life feels much clearer and somehow more secure when the divine acts like us rather than us mirroring the divine.
If this was a single occurrence in the life of Jesus we could easily dismiss it as an aberration, but it isn’t a single occurrence.  Jesus repeatedly goes out of his way to preach and live the same message (that the divine doesn’t punish, but is merciful and loving), and purposely heals and relates with people thought to be sinners.  He even creates a new saying: ‘Those who are healthy do not need a physician, but the sick do.  I have not come to call the righteous to [transformation] but sinners.’
We are invited by the Gospels to experience the ways in which we resist this message.  That we resist it, is evident each time we are not open; each time we feel lingering guilty; each time we expect punishment or rewards; each time we anticipate that something bad is about to happen to us because we have experienced something good; each time we judge ourselves or others; each time we feel righteous; each time we feel rejected; each time we compare ourselves with others; each time we establish business relationships.
The message of Jesus in the Gospels is simple: God, in the end, will prevail, and we will experience mercy and love.  Why not start experiencing God’s mercy and love now?
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