4th Sunday Ordinary Time (C)


02/03/2019
One of my assignments as a seminarian was to teach religion in an inner-city classroom.  It gradually became evident, as the year progressed, that the class was divided over race.  One 5th grader in particular, clearly and openly reflected a racist opinion concerning people of color.

During one our classes I felt that it was time to address the racial biases that were being expressed.  I began the class asking the question: ‘Was Jesus Caucasian/white?’  The youngster who had been displaying the greatest prejudice, answered immediately, ‘Yes, of course he was!’  No doubt the student was basing his answer on every picture that he had ever seen.  When I told him, however, that his answer was incorrect, that Jesus was a Semite and therefore dark-skinned, he, though dumbfounded, vehemently refused to believe me.
There are several influences on religion that cause it to become rigid and prone to violent reactions.  One of these influences is the bias that comes from nationalism.  The people of Israel, because of their sense of nationalism, struggle with God having concern for non-Jews (see the story of Jonah).  Jesus encounters nationalism of a different kind in today’s Gospel story from Luke.

Jesus, after moving from Nazareth to Capernaum, returns to his hometown.  Initially he is greeted warmly, but soon an undertone can be heard: ‘Why doesn’t he do here for us, who are God’s chosen people, what he has done for those Gentiles in Capernaum?’  Nationalism always makes us very small and prevents us from seeing Christ in others.

When Jesus doesn’t submit to the narrow, rigid, and small religion being promoted by the religious leaders (and others) in Nazareth, they quickly become a mob and seek to kill him.  The dignity with which God creates us is replaced with a skewed belief that God’s love is limited and therefore human dignity is also limited to those specially chosen by God.
We see something similar happening each time a wall of separation rather than a bridge of acceptance, is demanded.  Fear that if someone other than the chosen few receive equally, drives us to be prejudice.  We justify our bias by calling it patriotism or calling ourselves nationalists.  We sincerely believe our rhetoric that those people are drug-dealing criminals, or undesirables who drain our economy, and therefore – at all costs – must be kept out!
I am, of course, reflecting the feelings of the people of Nazareth who are outraged with Jesus who refuses to be herded into their nationalist corral.  Their feelings so incite them that they attempt to throw him off a cliff.  Silly them… they could have simply built a wall and kept him from entering their town.
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