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January 31, 2016         Fourth Sunday after Epiphany  
Luke 4:21-30                         The Mercy of God               by Vicar Albert Romkema 

Introduction 

I have already preached a couple of times in my home congregation, in the church that I grew 

up in – and I have been invited to preach there again on April 17. Preaching there was quite an 

experience actually. There were people there who have known me all my life. Those I played 

hockey with, or went to high school with, or friends of my parents. Many have seen me at my 

competitiveness best…and worst. They have seen me in the strength of my youth but also in a 

naïve pride that can capture a younger person’s imagination.  

So here I was now, many years later and standing at a pulpit ready to preach, and there these 

memories of my youth were also, sitting right up front. I don’t recall any more what I preached 

about but I do remember their reaction – they were incredibly gracious, just happy that I had 

found my way and was happy with where I was in my life.  

Mostly people are like that who we have journeyed with – we just want to see each other do 

well and be content on our journeys. I think this is something of the mystery of God. We find 

joy in each other’s joy. We find hope in each other’s hope. Perhaps we even find love in each 

other’s loves. We discover something of God in each other. We are really on this road together 

– we are already one but only imagine we are not (says Thomas Merton).  

Those who were at my Camino pilgrimage presentation this past Tuesday would have heard this 

quote there too. I was speaking about a time during the Camino when I was walking in the 

woods with some people that I had met when I suddenly felt an overwhelming experience of 

oneness with them and with nature and with all of life. Sometimes we know this, and 

sometimes we need to be reminded – to get a glimpse of the infinite. 

God speaks to each of us in very unique ways – but to each he gives that glimpse, now and 

then, of eternity. It is shocking, it is dazzling! 

Jesus in Nazareth 

In our text for today we find Jesus returning to Nazareth, his childhood home too. To this point, 

early in his ministry, Jesus had astounded people wherever he went. It says in verse 14 of 

chapter 4 that “news about him had spread through the whole country. He taught in the 

synagogues and everyone praised him.” 
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It would make sense too that in Nazareth it would be more of the same. He would have been 

speaking in the synagogue to childhood friends perhaps, or customers of his father the 

carpenter (“the son of Joseph”, as mentioned in verse 22).  

Many have speculated on Jesus’ childhood, what it would have been like. According to this text, 

it seems it was rather unremarkable. When Jesus spoke the gracious words that astounded the 

listeners in the synagogue they could only say, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” They really did not 

seem to know anything about him. 

Jesus begins his worship at the temple by unrolling a scroll and reading from Isaiah 61:1-2. 

After reading this he sat down and rolled up the scroll – this is where the conversation was to 

begin. 

“Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” said Jesus. And all were amazed by the 

“gracious words” that followed. 

Up to now everything was as it should be – in his hometown, surrounded by friends, and 

everyone was amazed at how well he spoke. 

Gracious Words 

What were these gracious words then? We get a picture of the focus of his message from the 

Isaiah 61 text, the one he had read just before our Gospel text (Luke 4:18-19): 

He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, 

to proclaim freedom for the captives 

and release from darkness for the prisoners, 

to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor. 

That would have been a message of hope for people in this rural town – release from debt, land 

returned, captives freed. Jesus would have added the words of grace - release from the debt of 

sin, the free gift of grace. 

And just to make sure that his message remained purely one of love, he even omitted that last 

half of the verse 2 from Isaiah 61. I think this is very important to see. Do you know what Jesus 

left out of the Isaiah reading as recorded in Luke? 

Again, the quote from Isaiah is, 

He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, 

     to proclaim freedom for the captives 

     and release from darkness for the prisoners, 
 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor. 
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…but then Jesus leaves out “and the day of vengeance of our God”.  

Grace was not a message of vengeance or retribution. It is a message of mercy and hope for all 

people.  

When Pope Francis threw open the “Door of Mercy” in Rome signifying the “Year of Mercy” on 

December 8, 2015 he said:  

How much wrong we do to God and his grace when we speak of being punished by his 

judgement before we speak of being forgiven by his mercy. We have put judgement 

before mercy, and in any event, God’s judgement will always be in light of his 

mercy…which is infinite.  

God is a God who “punishes” us, if you will, not with penalties, but with his mercy and never-

ending love. 

Last summer I visited the 9/11 Memorial on the site of the Twin Towers in New York. It is a 

memorial waterfall which travels downward, opposite of the direction of the towers. The water 

drops down one level into a large pool and then drops down again, from the centre of the pool, 

but one cannot see where this second waterfall lands from any vantage point above. I was 

struck by the powerful metaphor of God that is being presented here: God’s endless mercy ever 

falling into the darkness of the world, forever filling the empty spaces of our lives with his love 

and mercy. It is a profound experience being there – if you can make it there I recommend that 

you do. 

God’s free gift of love can actually be difficult for us to accept. Christian meditation founder 

John Main puts it into perspective: 

The first task of personhood is to allow ourselves to be loved. 

This may be the most difficult thing for some, to allow ourselves to be loved and to hear God’s 

words spoken to each of us: “You are my beloved,” God says, “The love you feel in this world is 

but an echo of the love I have for you. I want to be in relationship with you, and I love you.”  

“What, you want to love me, God, really? Just as I am?” some might say. 

For some it can seem too good (or too difficult) to be true, as sinners, and to allow ourselves to 

be loved, just as we are. But God does, he meets us where ever we are – as the broken-hearted, 

the hostage, and the prisoner – all of us in our various captivities. 

This is the joy that death does not have the power to destroy. The joy is the message of mercy 

and love – simple, freeing, no-strings-attached. It is living itself within us, even in spite of us. 
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And we are simply asked to join in the symphony of creation and to love deeply, allowing God 

into all aspects of our lives, even the difficult parts. 

This was Jesus message – freedom of captives, release from darkness – and the captives are us!  

When we are troubled, God is there for us,  

When we are sick, God is there for us,  

When we are angry, God is there for us,  

When we are sad or lonely, God is there for us,  

When we are bitter, or guilty, or are carrying a grudge which we hope to relinquish, God 

is there for us, 

We are asked to simply trust God’s love, to speak with God, and to pray continually - 

where the dance begins. 

Meister Eckhart said that if the only prayer you ever prayed was “thank you” you would be ok. 

Perhaps this is a good place to begin, listening to God in prayer, in gratitude. Prayer softens our 

hearts, quiets our minds, helps us to listen… 

In our last Internship Committee meeting we asked the question: What is the one “word” that 

God is now speaking into your life? One person answered gratitude – I think he had it right! 

If the only prayer you ever prayed was “thank you” you would be ok. 

Hometown discount 

The people of Nazareth were expecting to get some special privileges from Jesus. Being it was 

his hometown and with the people there having heard about what Jesus had been doing in 

other regions, they were now expecting that they should get their due – perhaps with some 

miracle cures, or some special praise or gifts.  

Jesus spoke about good news for the poor, freedom of prisoners, release of the oppressed. His 

description was grace-filled. Yes, they wanted some of that for themselves – “us first, us only” 

was what they were thinking.  

But instead of accommodating them, Jesus tells them that his promises are for the “other”, for 

the Gentiles, even for their enemies. He creates real tension here – the wonderful gifts of grace 

are not just for you, the Jew, or just for us (the Christian), for that matter, but for all people. 

And he is serious about this. 
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It seems to be the classic response of Jesus - to afflict the comfortable and to comfort the 

afflicted. Well, after hearing Jesus’ message, these comfortable people of Nazareth were 

severely afflicted. 

When they finally heard Jesus’ mission in its fullness they were ready to throw him off a cliff.  

As I was thinking about this the other day I wondered how we would describe ourselves here at 

Zion? Are we the comfortable or are we the afflicted? What would Jesus tell us to stir us out of 

our comfort zones? 

Conclusion 

It seems to me that Jesus’ message was a challenge to community, an ever-broadening and an 

ever more inclusive community – and our measure of success in adhering to this message may 

be in the joy that erupts from shared human experience. 

True joy is hidden in our sameness: fragile and mortal.  

It is the joy of belonging - celebrating each other’s lives in community, mourning each other’s 

sorrows, and welcoming those on the margins.  

It is the joy of being with others as a friend, a companion, a fellow traveler. 

This is the joy of Jesus, who is Emmanuel: God-with-us. God is with us. 

“We are already one” 

Amen 

 


