
I Don’t Want to Hear

Jeremiah 1:4-10; Psalm 71:1-6; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30

Jesus’s first sermon in Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30) is preceded by Jesus reading from the Isaiah

scroll. The congregation marvels at his beautiful recitation. “Today this scripture is fulfilled.” An

excited stir runs through the assembly. Who is more worthy of salvation and liberation than we are?

Then Jesus preaches. That’s when the trouble starts, of course.

The preacher reminds the chosen that on previous occasions when God showed up during a

famine, there were hungry women in Israel. God’s prophet fed only a foreigner. And when Elisha

healed a Syrian army officer, surely there were afflicted in Israel more worthy than an enemy soldier.

And the congregation’s pride in the home town boy turned to wrath. To be reminded that God’s

previous appearances had been beyond the bounds of Israel, to realize the implications of

praying—“Israel, listen! Our God is the Lord! Only the Lord!” (Deuteronomy 6:4)—that God is not our

patron, well, it was more than we good synagogue-going folk could take. To cluster around our God,

only to have the preacher use our scripture against us, well, we rose up as a body to silence the

preacher.

“Never seen this congregation more united,” they said as they dragged the preacher out and

head for the nearest cliff.

The congregation failed. Jesus “passed through the crowd and went on his way” (Luke 4:30).

Doesn’t say that Jesus quieted them or miraculously vanquished them. It just says he “passed

through the crowd and went on his way.” Jesus comes to his own, but his messianic intentions are

beyond even the self-consciously elect. He appears to us, but he will not be captured by us. He

talked directly from our scriptures, but preached them as the dangerous God we didn’t expect. So we

put him in a box, sealed the lid, posted a squad of soldiers to guard the tomb… only to have him go

1Don't Want to Hear.ser.wpd



his own way. What way? Toward a woman, Mary Magdalene, showing the news that needed to be

told, making her the first preacher (John 20:1, 11-18). “Don’t hold on to me,” says the risen Christ

(John 20:17), echoing Luke 4:30. Then immediately the commission to preach: “Go to my brothers

and sisters and tell them, ‘I am going up to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’”

Mary Magdalene announced to the disciples, “‘I’ve seen the Lord.’ Then she told them what he said

to her” (John 20:18). Mary sees, hears, and then obediently speaks. This, the dynamic at the heart of

Christian preaching. With Mary we say, “I’ve seen the Lord,” daring to tell the news that nobody

expected. 

 Will Willimon talks about an experience he had with preaching:

“I accompanied a group of church folks on a work team to clean up after Hurricane Katrina.

For my sermon that Sunday I reached for an obvious text, Mark 6—Jesus coming to his disciples in

the storm:

“We have just been through a terrible storm. Many of our churches and parsonages have been

destroyed. Amid the devastation it’s good to know that Jesus comes to his followers in the storm and

speaks, reassuring them, offering peace. Sort of like what Jesus is doing for us today in this service.

Right?

Mark says, “Jesus made his disciples get into a boat…, while he dismissed the crowd.

“After saying good-bye to them, Jesus went up onto a mountain to pray. Evening came and

the boat was in the middle of the lake, but he was alone on the land. He saw his disciples

struggling…. the wind was blowing against them. Very early in the morning, he came to them, walking

on the lake. He intended to pass by them. When they saw him walking on the lake, they thought he

was a ghost and they screamed. Seeing him was terrifying to all of them. Just then he spoke to them,

‘Be encouraged! It’s me. Don’t be afraid’” (Mark 6:45–50,).
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Jesus “made his disciples get in the boat” (a midnight sail was his idea) while he went off to

pray. Strange, considering the gathering tempest. But when Jesus “saw his disciples struggling” with

the wind against them, “he came to them.” That’s Jesus. In the storm, he comes to us. Many of you

can testify that when the sky is dark, when the storms of life are raging, Jesus comes and stands by

us.

But this time through this text I received a jolt, for the first time noticing a detail: “He intended

to pass by them.” What?

“Jesus, we’re going down! Come save us!”

And Jesus, just out on the waves for a stroll, intending to go somewhere else important,

interrupts his journey, stops, hears and responds. “Intended to pass them by”? What’s that supposed

to mean?

I couldn’t shake the question “Can it be that Jesus has more important work than speaking to

and rescuing his own followers?” Can Jesus’s mission be greater and more expansive than our

church in our time of need?

Jesus, through that encounter with Mark 6, pushed me into a sermon I didn’t plan to preach,

and the congregation was unprepared to hear. I had meant conventional pastoral reassurance: Jesus

comes to us in the storm. Smacking me with verse 48, Jesus spoiled my sermon and preached

another.

Jesus comes to his people in the middle of our storms, yet his saving work is not limited to us.

To be the church is to deal with our pain and tragedy, but at the same time to be pushed to respond

to someone else’s hurt beyond the bounds of the church. Jesus calls us to venture forth with him into

the storm, and then entrusts to us a mission that doesn’t end in the boat. The boat (navis, ancient

symbol for the church) is not Jesus’s sole concern.
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Dealings between us and God are up to God. If  you have a taste for adventure, willing to be

out of control of the communication, it’s a great way to make a living, watching Jesus elude the

church’s smothering clutch and go his own way.” —Will Willimon, Preachers Dare: Speaking for Jesus, Abingdon,

2020

Jesus goes his own way, even when we are unable to walk his way. Though we try to silence,

to contain, or restrain him, here’s the good news: he will go his own way with the whole world going

after him (John 12:19).

Then comes our every Sunday dilemma. Will we listen to him preach, even though his words

were not those we wanted to hear? As he passes our way, dare we go with him?

He promised that when just two or three are gathered, he’ll be there (Matthew 18:20). But he

does not promise to settle in, be constrained, or controlled by us. “God never stops”, said the

theologian, Karl Barth. God is always on the move. After the first Sabbath God never rests (Psalm

121:4). Having moved toward us in a sermon, showing up among us, in the midst of us, God also is

able to pass through the middle of us and go God’s way.

We come to church, expecting to hear talk about Christ only to be surprised to meet Christ.

Maybe the folk at Nazareth had lapsed into thinking that God was their possession. God was patron

of their pet causes and their personal preoccupations but no. Jesus Christ is the liv ing, free,

sovereign God who comes to us, but not exclusively to us, who loves us, but not only us. If we are to

come to Christ, then we must also follow him, obey him, love as he loves.

One preacher states: “When composing a sermon I apply a theological test: What is God

doing in this biblical text, and what might God condescend to do in my sermon? In every biblical text,

even the most prosaic, God may take on our assorted idolatries. In the sorriest of  sermons, Jesus

may elect to show up and speak for himself. God may take hold of my poor sermon and use it for
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God’s purposes, may speak directly to you, may lay hold of you in ways that neither I, as your

preacher, or you, as a listener, can predict.” (Will Willimon)

What word is God leaving you with and where is God asking you to go as you have listened to the

Word today? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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