HOMILY for the 4th Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], January 31st., 2010
“This is Joseph’s son, surely?”
I hope you won’t pass out if I refer to the 1979 film Monty Python’s Life of Brian, about the character Brian who lives in the Holy Land at the same time as Jesus and is mistaken for him – “he’s not the Messiah, he’s just a very naughty boy”.     It is not blasphemous, as some people have maintained, though it is a skit about religious attitudes and religious people and their sometimes strange ways.    And it does contain some immortal scenes.
Take the “What have the Romans ever done for us?” sketch.   A group of masked Jewish revolutionaries in Jerusalem are plotting the overthrow of the Romans, and are being egged on by their leader, called Reg.   “What have the Romans ever done for us?” Reg roars.   “They’ve bled us white, taken everything we had, not just from us, from our fathers and our fathers’ fathers ...”    And two other revolutionaries add:  “and from our fathers’ fathers’ fathers” and “and from our fathers’ fathers’ fathers’ fathers”.      “... and what have they ever given us in return?”

And someone calls out:  “The aqueduct.”   “All right, apart from the aqueduct.”    “Sanitation.”   “Apart from the aqueduct and sanitation, what have given us?”    “The roads.”   “Irrigation.”   “Medicine.”   “The wine.”   And so it goes on.   Finally the exasperated Reg says:  “All right, all right, but apart from better sanitation and medicine and education and irrigation and public health and fresh water and wine and baths and public order and roads – what have the Romans ever done for us?”    And a voice says:  “Brought peace.”

I always think of this scene when we read today’s Gospel, which continues from last week.   The miseries of Nazareth have turned against Jesus.   I imagine their leader, Reg of Nazareth, stirring up the crowd on the edge of the cliff.   “What’s this Jesus ever done for us?”   “Brought the good news to the poor.”   “All right, apart from that.”   “Proclaimed liberty to captives.”   And so eventually we get:  “OK, but apart from bringing good news to the poor, proclaiming liberty to captives and new sight to the blind, and setting the downtrodden free and proclaiming the Lord’s year of favour .... what’s Jesus ever done for us?”   And someone says:   “Fulfilled the Scriptures”.
This is the very beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, according to Luke’s Gospel, and we find here the ghosts of some other Gospel stories.   For example, we hear that Jesus has done some things in Capernaum, but we aren’t told what, and after slipping away from Nazareth he is back in Capernaum again.    Now in Mark’s Gospel Jesus indeed begins his ministry in Capernaum, but we are told what he did, and that he went back again.   One of the things he did was to heal a paralytic lowered on a stretcher by his friends through the roof.   On that occasion, too, there was a hostile group of onlookers, determined to show that Jesus might talk fine things but couldn’t do them.    So there Jesus says:  “Which is easier:  to say ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or to say ‘Pick up your bed and walk’?   It is almost as if here in Nazareth they are saying:  “It’s all very well proclaiming the Lord’s year of favour;  show it us in action!”

Then again, in John’s Gospel Nazareth has a reputation of being a bad village.   “From Nazareth?” exclaims Nathanael, hearing about Jesus, “can anything good come from that place?”

In both Matthew and Mark, the people of Nazareth take offence at Jesus.  According to Matthew, he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith.   According to Mark, he was amazed at their lack of faith and could do no miracle there.   But neither of these Gospel writers puts all this at the beginning of their story.

This incident has something in common with the Old Testament story of Joseph.   Joseph the dreamer, thrown by his envious brothers down a well.   But he survives, to flourish elsewhere – in Egypt.   In fact, this Nazareth story is rather like the Passion of Jesus being told in advance.   And then, as we will hear next week, comes the miraculous catch of fish and the calling of the first apostles.    But according to John, the miraculous catch of fish happens after the Resurrection.   So it is almost as if Luke is putting, at the beginning of the story, a Passion tale and a Resurrection tale.    He is showing in one sweep the whole drama of Jesus.  And what does that tell us about the jeerers of Nazareth?   That they had missed their opportunity?  Or that they were to be pitied, because Jesus was too incomprehensibly great for them, and maybe God’s mercy would still find them later, as in Luke’s story of the Prodigal Son?

Jesus leaves Nazareth never to return, it seems.   Nazareth is never mentioned again in the Gospels.   Elsewhere, he rebukes places for missing their opportunity:  Chorazin, Bethsaida, Capernaum – despite all that had happened there – and of course Jerusalem.   Nazareth:  nothing.   Just a sad silence.   Just as Bethlehem is never mentioned in the Gospels after Jesus’ birth.   One wonders what happened there.

These sad people are suffering from what I always call the “Nazareth syndrome”.   They do recognise the wisdom of Jesus, and his gracious words.   But they don’t want them.  Wisdom is wisdom, and grace is grace, as they know;  but it’s not for them.   It is a terrible thing to think that one can never need, want, or hope for something better.    There is a world of difference between acknowledging how small and humble we are, and yet gratefully accepting God’s gifts, and wanting to push God away because we are too sinful for him, he is “not for us”.    Yet God will not force himself on us.

There is something of a paradox here.   Jesus came to lift up the fallen:  think of the lines of the Passiontide hymn:  “Love to the loveless shown, that they might lovely be”.   But some just will not be lifted up;  they close their eyes to the idea.    
I think back to my own teenagerhood, and what an exasperating and horrible person I must have been to my parents.  Well, it was 1960, and I had been reading too much of Catcher in the Rye.    And then one day we went to see two long-lost family friends, two spinster sisters who lived on the South Coast.   And as soon as they opened the door to us and greeted us, it was as though something hit me between the eyes and I thought to myself:  ‘These are really lovely people’.   And then I realised how easy it is to block the channel of love from those to whom one is nearest – in this case, parents – and so become loveless oneself, and I determined that I must do better.    That is the Holy Spirit’s work.

In the Gospels, the unloved tax collectors know they need love, but they do not know what form it may take – that is why Zacchaeus clambers up a tree to get a good look.    The people of Nazareth were able to recognise love and graciousness, but something in them preferred to say ‘no’, so closing the path to the Holy Spirit.   ‘We are all right as we are, thank you very much.’

As I said, The Life of Brian pokes fun at some ways of being religious.   These are not good ways of being religious.   This is a form of religion which often, through endlessly putting people down even from their earliest childhood, leaves them eventually almost totally impervious to love and to joy.    Truly and permanently paralysed.

And that indeed is a parody of the Gospel, that indeed is a blasphemy, and that indeed is certainly not very funny at all.
