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 Welcome home!  When someone from a humble background comes home 

after becoming distinguished in some way—leading an important corporation, 

winning a major election or becoming a sports-star, for instance, there are two 

ways the people back home may react.  One—the most common—is with pride 

that “one of  our own” has achieved something remarkable.  There are congratula-

tions,  parties and gifts, even “welcome home” banners strung across the street.  

Everyone feels a reflected glory; and not just the family but neighbors and the 

whole community feel as if the achievement is theirs. 

 The other way is to feel that this unusual distinction is in some way a slight 

to those left behind.  This may happen especially when a community already has a 

feeling of resentment against the outside world.  “They,” the ones who have all the 

opportunities and hopes, become alien, often with reason.  Such as in a mining 

community where the land and jobs are controlled by companies polluting the 

earth, affecting workers’ health, whose money buys politicians.  When someone 

from such a community achieves success in the world it may feel like a separation.  

“One of us” now seems to be one of them and may appear to be our “better.”  In-

stead of congratulations the returning hero is met with sarcasm and envy.  “Who 

does she think she is?” sums up the feeling.  When Jesus returns to Nazareth, 

strangely enough, he encounters both of these reactions. 

 
 Nazareth is in Galilee, the northern part of the province of Palestine where 

historically the people of Israel have become mixed with settlers from other places.  

They’re despised by the people of Judea, or the “Jews” as they’ve come to be cal-

led, not only as ignorant provincials but as people of doubtful orthodoxy.  They 

aren’t cast out as heretics, like the Samaritans.  They’re Israelites, after all, but 

they’re definitely inferior, even their accent is different.  Two examples: one, 
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Philip, a Judean bursting with the conviction that he’s found the Messiah in Jesus 

of Nazareth, rushes to tell another, Nathaniel, whose reaction is crushing, “Can 

anything good come out of Nazareth?”  And two, after Jesus is arrested and Simon 

Peter is standing in the High Priest’s courtyard during the trial, he is accused of 

being Jesus’ disciple but denies knowing him.  Yet those present can tell he’s a 

Galilean, “Your accent betrays you.”  

 We can’t tell exactly when in his ministry Jesus returns home.  The gospel 

accounts are hard to reconcile but it seems to have been very early.  Mark indicates 

that he’s been away long enough for stories to precede him.  He’s been preaching, 

they hear, with many people following him.  There are even rumors of healings.  

Jesus is becoming a well-known and sought after preacher and healer. 

 
 When we read the story of Jesus’ rejection in Nazareth it’s easy to notice 

that the mood unexpectedly jumps from pride to anger and that his own people 

reject him.  It’s what we might expect in a poor, backwater town where people are 

resentful of the superior attitudes and contempt of the people of Judea.  Jesus has 

become a Judean, they may think—he’s no longer one of us.  Besides his Gali-

leans,  he’s even attracted Judean followers, such as Philip and Nathaniel.  But 

Mark tells us he’s not immediately rejected.   

 On the contrary, when Jesus comes home and goes to the synagogue on the 

Sabbath he’s treated with respect.  He’s invited to read from the scroll of the pro-

phets and to expound on the scriptures, an honor often given to a visiting rabbi.  As 

he begins to speak, people are impressed.  “Where did he learn all this?”  There’s a 

distinct feeling of pride in their native son.  “Is this not the carpenter, the son of 

Mary . . .”  “Wow!” they must be thinking, “What a preacher!” 

 But then Mark jumps to just the opposite reaction, “And they took offense  

at him.”  What’s happening here?  Why this sudden change in mood among people  



July 12, 2012                                                                                                             3    

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

who have just welcomed Jesus, taken pride in him, asked him to preach and then 

reject  him in a classic example of “Who does he think he is?” 

 
 The root of the answer seems to lie in the lesson from Isaiah Jesus reads in 

the synagogue and his exposition of it, as Luke tells the story.  In this passage the 

prophet proclaims that he’s been anointed by the Spirit, “to announce good news to 

the poor, to proclaim release for the prisoner and recovery of sight for  the blind, to 

proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”  The people present know the passage 

by heart.  It refers to the longed-for time when God will throw out the enemies of 

Israel and set the people free.  The ancient symbol for this is what Hebrew scrip-

ture calls “the year of jubilee” which Isaiah refers to as “the acceptable year of the 

Lord.”  “The year of jubilee” and “the acceptable year of the Lord” are one and the 

same.  This is the key to why Jesus is rejected by his people, and why the passage 

in Mark is put in the context of the lesson from Ezekiel about the “rebellious 

house” of Israel. 

 In the books of the Law, the year of jubilee is to happen every 50 years.  The 

jubilee is to be proclaimed as a special time to celebrate God’s care for the people, 

and their dependence upon divine grace.  In that year all the slaves are to be set 

free, and, in particular, all the land is to be returned to its original inhabitants—to 

the families it had been assigned to after the first settlement of the land, when it 

had been carefully and equally allotted to each of the tribes of Israel. 

 This reversion of the land is ordered so as to affirm the fact that only God 

owns it, for no one can own the land but can only lease the use of it for a certain 

period of time.  Yet no one knows if this jubilee ordinance was observed in prac-

tice—it has not been in living memory—or if this law was intended merely to be a 

symbol of God’s sovereignty.  By Jesus’ time, “the acceptable year of the Lord” is  

not part of the contemporary experience of Jews.  It evokes a wonderful, but re- 
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motely future time when the Messiah will come and justice will be done for all.   

A kind of hope for “pie in the sky, by and by.”  But the thing that upsets the towns-

people is that Jesus applies this prophecy to the present and to himself!  He claims 

what was prophesied by Isaiah is fulfilled now—not in some vague, distant future, 

however glorious—and that he is the one proclaiming the jubilee and bringing 

good news to the poor and oppressed. 

 
 Imagine how people in small-town America would feel if someone who has 

gained distinction in the big city comes home and is welcomed and honored—and 

then turns around and proclaims a policy that all the property owners should give 

their land back to the original inhabitants.  Then this person goes on to intimate 

that the present system is ungodly, unjust and it’s got to change!  What follows in 

Nazareth, as the message sinks in, we know from the gospels.  But none of them 

try to reconstruct more than just a small portion of what Jesus says.  What matters 

to the evangelists is the fact of his rejection which anticipates his eventual arrest 

and execution by the powerful rulers of the land.   

 Certainly Jesus speaks more than just the few sentences we have in the gos-

pel accounts.  But what he says is still not expected.  Indeed Jesus’ clearly implies 

that his idea of “the acceptable year of the Lord” involves changing the established 

ways of living and doing things.  What the townspeople expect, no doubt, is that 

Jesus will tell them how his success in other places is due to the values he received 

growing up in Nazareth.  This is what returning heroes are supposed to say.  But 

he’s talking about giving up practices that reduce some to poverty and depend- 

ence while other people,  in the words of scripture, add “field to field and house to 

house.”  Nazareth, like most places, is run by people who have a comfortable liv-

ing (as little as it is by big city standards).  They’re respectable folks who sit in the 

front seats of the synagogue, and they’re not about to become land-reformers. 
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 We can imagine Jesus looking out over the faces of those in his home syna-

gogue as he calls them to share his vision of God’s reign and invites them to join 

his mission.  But as the radical nature of the change he calls for becomes clear and 

they understand that the jubilee he proclaims might not be in some distant, hazy 

future but calls for a drastic change in their way of living now, their interest goes 

from admiration to wariness and to suspicion.  They might welcome Jesus home as 

one whose success does credit to them but they are not about to listen to anything 

that disturbs their way of life, let alone a demand for a drastic revision of their 

priorities and possessions—letting go of property and land accumulated by hard 

work and tough bargaining.  These important and respectable folks can scarcely 

believe their ears.  They glance at one another, their muttering grows louder and 

louder.  “This young whippersnapper who’s claiming the call of a prophet is just 

from an ordinary family that still lives in town.  A prophet?  This carpenter’s son 

with no education claims to tell us what God wants?  Who does he think he is?” 

 
 As Jesus watches their faces and hears the rising voices, he’s deeply dis-

turbed.  But their reaction isn’t altogether unexpected, after all, he knows these 

people.  Yet he also knows hearts can change.  Certainly he’s hoping that at least 

some of them would be open enough to hear and share his vision and might even 

join him.  But Mark tells us he’s taken aback by their lack of faith.  This is Jesus’ 

hometown and response of his people means a lot to him so their rejection is pain-

ful and grievous.  Confronted with angry, resistant attitudes his bitter frustration 

pours out, “Prophets are held in honor everywhere except in their hometowns and 

among their family and friends.”  Deeply disappointed, Jesus leaves Nazareth, 

unable to do anything but cure a few sick people.  Yet there are surely those in 

Nazareth who are touched, moved and might even change but they keep quiet 

about it, for fear of angering their more powerful neighbors.  The welcome home  
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of the local hero turns into the rejection of an upstart who claims to know more 

than his betters.   

 
 A prophet is welcomed home but brings a disturbing message.  The chal-

lenge he brings bothers us, too, and threatens our values and way of living.  So 

what is our response?  It may depend upon the message Jesus brings.  Will he tell 

us how wonderful we are and that everything about our way of life is justifiable?  

If so we’ll throw a party and have him written up in the L. A. Times.  Or will Jesus 

suggest that in a world full of injustice and misery, violence and death, we must 

examine the ways in which our clinging to a lifestyle of consumption and con-

sumerism supports injustice and misery and leads to violence and death?  Will our 

homecoming hero want us to change?  If so, what is our response?  Do we reject 

him?  Or do we shout, “Welcome home!”  It’s the jubilee!  It’s the acceptable  

year of the Lord!                

AMEN! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


