Bridges of Love
You don’t believe God’s message.  And I can tell you don’t believe because of all the people you look down on and exclude from church.  So I’m leaving.  I’m going to take God’s anointing, speak God’s word, and spread God’s blessing, to the very people you keep out of this church.

Well, that’s what Jesus said.  I’m paraphrasing a little, but that’s essentially what Jesus said.  Did you think I was talking about you?  Did you get worried?  Angry?  Confused?  (perhaps elated?)  Okay, I used a little parlor trick to play on your emotions because I want to get you think what it would be like to hear that message.  Jesus message, my message, is that God is calling us to tear down the walls that surround us and to build bridges of love to connect to the least, the last, the lonely and the lost.
Tearing Down Walls
Jesus chose to tear down walls from the inside.  What I mean is that Jesus could have come with a sledgehammer – with force, and compelled humanity to act a certain way, but that’s not the way love works.  Love is a choice from within.  That’s why God came to us in the form of a man.  God came to the Jews as a Jew.  One commentator says, “…all that Jesus says and does is within the bosom of Judaism.”
  In today’s passage, this Jewish man is in the Synagogue, on the Sabbath, reading the scripture, and teaching.  As Christians, if we want to break down the walls from the inside, if we want love to come from within, then we need to be in the church, on Sundays, read the Bible, and maybe even teach a Sunday school class, or maybe even keep the nursery.  We need to be engaged in church life, especially worship.
In Jesus day, as in ours there was an order for the worship service.  Maybe you’ve noticed, but we’ve recently added six boldface centered headlines in your bulletin for this worship service (they’re projected on the screen in the other worship space):

1. We gather to worship

2. We offer praise to God

3. We pray and listen to God

4. We hear the Word of God proclaimed

5. We respond to the Word of God; and
6. We depart to serve God
Yes, a lot of thought and planning goes into each service of worship.  Scholars tell us that it was the same in Jesus’ day.  The order of worship in the synagogue was essentially the same pattern of worship we use today.
1. They began with the people gathering to recite the Shema (Deut. 6:4 – Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one).
2. Then there was a part where prayers were offered.
3. Then they read from their scriptures:  a fixed reading (like our lectionary) from the Torah (the Law – the first 5 books of our Old Testament); and a reading chosen from the Prophets.
4. Then there was an explanation and application of the scripture (a sermon, more or less).
5. and a closing prayer by a layman or blessing by a priest.

In Jesus’ day, there was no “official” minister, so any layman (it would have been a man) could participate, but the ruling elders (their church council) generally only invited someone who was well respected with an impeccable reputation.  This is where we find Jesus, in the middle of Jewish worship, on the inside.
The scripture says, “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth.”  A more literal translation would be that they were amazed at the words of grace that flowed from his mouth, almost as if they were trickling down his chin and beard.  He’s just overflowing with grace.
So why are they gushing all over him?  Jesus has just told them that the scripture he read from Isaiah is fulfilled:  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.”

Those are prophetic words.  They speak of mighty works done in God’s name.  And the phrase, “the year of the Lord’s favor” is full of meaning and expectation for the Jews of first century Palestine.  It’s a reference to the great and terrible Day of the Lord – judgment day – a time when the Jews were sure that the Roman occupiers would get their comeuppance and the Jewish oppression would end.  It’s also a reference to the Old Testament practice of the Jubilee year.  Every fifty years, all debts were cancelled, all slaves were set free, and all land reverted back to it’s original owner.  In first century Palestine, this is no less than talk of a rebellion, a revolt against the political and military powers, to take back what rightfully belonged to the Jews, the people of God’s special blessing.

Jesus had been traveling in the region to teach and preach and had done amazing works of healing.  Everyone is amazed at the local boy done good.  He’s a big shot now, who comes back to his hometown, revered as a mighty prophet.  Surely he’ll bring God’s favor to rest upon this people.  Surely, he’s calling them to rise up against their Roman overlords and forcefully take what they were entitled to by God.
Except that’s not the way love works.
Over the centuries, perhaps out of self-preservation, the Jews had slowly built up walls of prejudice and hatred, walls around their hearts; and they called it ”piety.”  Their rules and strange customs alienated others, and they called it “purity.”  They chose to separate themselves from the world, and called it “holiness.”  The called themselves “the chosen people” but forgot that God told Abraham “I will bless you so that you may be a blessing to all the peoples of the earth.”  They had built a lot of walls.

As Christians, we know that we are not entitled to any selective, special benefits.  We’re fairly well used to hearing that God’s message is for everybody, that God’s grace is available to all.  But we usually hear that message in a fairly isolated place, among people who look and act a lot like us.  Perhaps we have some walls of our own.

Building Bridges

The Jews had just finished oooh-ing and ahhh-ing over Jesus, and they began to think that God was coming to vindicate them, starting here and now.  And Jesus says, "Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’  And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’”  These are God’s chosen people and they want what they feel they deserve.
But Jesus is not selective with God’s blessings.  It’s not about building walls to horde what God gives.  Jesus is concerned with building bridges to connect people.  Bridges overcome a physical separation, like a river or a chasm, and take you to the other side, to where the rest of the hurting world is.

Jesus makes this clear with two examples from the mighty prophets of old.  First, when there was a drought and famine in the land, God sent Elijah to a widow in Zarephath.  Zarephath is in Phoenicia, one of the enemies of Old Testament Israel; and it’s a center for worship of the pagan god Baal.  Zarephath is in the heart of enemy territory, just 9 miles from their capital.  When Elijah finds the widow, she’s gathering a few sticks, not even enough for a real fire, so she can use the last of her meal and the last of her oil to bake one last morsel of bread, before she and her son just lie down and die.  This is where God sends Elijah – to a lowly widow in an enemy land – not a man, not one of the “chosen” Israelites, but the lowest of the low.  She’s not even important enough to have her name in the Biblical narrative.  Yet, this is the one whom God will bless.
Then Jesus drives the point home with the example of the healing of Naaman the Syrian.  Syria was another enemy of ancient Israel, and Naaman was a warrior.  So he probably fought and maybe even killed Israelites.  On top of that, Naaman had leprosy, a horrible, contagious, incurable skin and nerve disease.  Israelite lepers weren’t allowed inside the walls of the city, so they were reduced to begging for bread.  They even had to call out, “Unclean!  Unclean!” to anyone who approached.  Naaman was an enemy warrior with leprosy – the worst of the worst.  Yet, this is the one whom Elisha heals.  This is the one whom God chooses to bless.
Jesus tells the Jews that God’s blessings are to be used to reach out to the Gentiles.  Now they’ve had enough.  So they become furious and want to kill Jesus, but it wasn’t his time yet.
Jesus has a word from God for the people, for his people, but they can’t hear it.  I wonder how many times God has a word for us, but we can’t or won’t hear it.  Does our pride plug our ears to the point that we become deaf to the voice of God simply because it comes from a source that is too near, too simple, and too familiar?  Do we strut about and claim to know the will of God, all the while building more walls to horde God’s blessings that we’re so certain we own?
We all have walls that need to be torn down.  Here at the church, I help administer the Pastors’ Relief Fund.  That’s the money you generously give to the church so we can provide emergency financial assistance to folks.  In doing that I try to be a good steward of God’s resources.  We all know there a plenty of folks who would take advantage our generosity, so I have to be pretty skeptical when I talk to somebody asking for help.  I have to question people and get at their motives, try to ferret out the scammers.  I have to put up defenses to nobly protect the church.  Right?
Well, on Friday, just before it started snowing, I was coming out of Wal-Mart.  It was my day off and I was wearing jeans, dirty sneakers, and an old sweater.  And a little elderly woman, her head wrapped up in a couple of scarves, said, “Excuse me sir.  Could you help me get some food.”  And I admit it.  I had the same thoughts that a lot of folks do:  she just wants money; she’s just going to use it to buy booze; I don’t know who this is; I don’t owe her anything; this just feels weird; can somebody help me here; this is my day off anyway.”  My shoulders dropped and my face fell; I mean, you just can’t go anywhere these days without somebody bugging you for money.
So, I put up my defenses and stepped into my Pastors’ Relief role.  I straightened up and squared my shoulders and asked, “Are you hungry?  Do you want food?”  Meanwhile, in my head, I anticipated her saying, “Yes, and some money would really help,” maybe even with glazed-over eyes or alcohol on her breath.”  We all know it’s just a scam.  “Are you hungry?”
A simple, but earnest reply came, “Yes.”
“What’s your name?

“Alice.”  (I don’t know if that was her real name or not.)
Then I don’t know what happened, but somehow I stopped looking down on her, and looked up.  No, I didn’t see heaven or a vision of Jesus, but I did see the Subway sandwich shop inside the Wal-Mart.  I smiled.  “Alice, do you want a sandwich?”
“Yes sir!”
“Come on.”  And I bought her a sandwich.  Told her to get whatever she wanted.  Foot long meatball with provolone on honey oat, chips and a drink – about seven bucks.  Smile Alice, God loves you!
Jesus came for the Gentiles (that’s us), for the outsiders and outcasts, the not-good-enoughs and ne’er-do-wells, the rejects and reprobates.  We all have walls that we’ve built around ourselves, around our homes, around our families, around our Sunday school class, and dare I say it, around “our” church.  But that’s not the way love works.  
Love builds bridges that connect people.  Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It doesn’t insist on its own way; it’s not irritable or resentful; it doesn’t rejoice in wrongdoing, but in the truth.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends.
So, tear down your walls, and lets build some bridges of love together.
Amen.
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