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Luke 4:16-30

®When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his
custom. He stood up to read, " and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the
place where it was written:

18«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 set free those who are oppressed,
¥ to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
20 And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on
him. # Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” > All spoke well of him and
were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, “Is this not Joseph’s son?” 2* He said to them,
“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.’” * And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in his
hometown. ° But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three
years and six months and there was a severe famine over all the land, ® yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a
widow at Zarephath in Sidon. % There were also many with a skin disease in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and
none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.” 2 When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with
rage. ° They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that
they might hurl him off the cliff. ** But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way.

Five summers ago around this time of year, we found refuge in the aftermath of Hurricane Ida in the town I grew
up in. For a few days it was, fun but I think the rest of my household got tired pretty quickly of guided tours of my old
elementary school, visits to the places where my friends lived, drives past our church, the house I grew up in, and the
parks and creeks and places I played long ago. I remember looking at the house I grew up in and trying to figure out why I
thought when I was in elementary school that the yard was big enough to host our neighborhood pickup football games
when the front yard was clearly no bigger than a postage stamp; and why did I think the walk home from school seemed
to be miles away when it was clearly less than 800 yards. Everything seemed smaller, and maybe the dimensions in our
memories and in our childhood are just a bit different than reality. It is a weird feeling to stare at ‘home, and to scarcely
recognize it.

Last year a group of church members ventured to the Texas Hill Country to support some households who had
lost their homes due to the floods like the Guadalupe River. One of our enthusiastic participants, Anderson Baker, even

prepared a playlist for our group, which served as the soundtrack for our time together in the van, at the work site, and



sometimes as Anderson was just walking down the hallway. We heard from Glen Campbell, Mel Tillis, Willie Nelson (of
course), Merle Haggard, Townes Van Zandt. In addition, to our work and our time together at beautiful Mo-Ranch, we
made sure to have local Tex-Mex as soon as we hit town, and I was able to persuade a large portion of us to venture out
to the Friday Night Lights, where the Fighting Antlers of Kerrville Tivy High were taking on the state ranked Boerne
Greyhounds in a high scoring affair. Back in the bleachers after being gone for thirty years, I felt I little a bit like Rip Van
Winkle, in a familiar place, a place I grew up and called home, but at the same time a place where there were not a lot of
familiar faces or faces that recognized mine.

Most college freshmen are braver than I was, but I remember missing home a lot, and perhaps missing that a
phase of my life, my upbringing, and the comforts of home, but my role in my family had fundamentally changed, and even
if I went running back home, there was no going back. Things change. None of us step in the same river twice and even if
we return to the exact same spot we are not the same person either. What we mean by ‘home’ is a moving target and
becomes as much about the people in our lives as it does the places in our heart, though they are oftentimes inseparable.

On top of all that I think that there is a bit of vagabond-ness and homesickness that are just part and parcel of the
Christian faith. Not only a sense that this world is not our final home or life in eternity beyond death, but also that
following Jesus Christ requires us to leave what felt comfortable or easy or what we realize are the customs of our home.
You can see the tension pretty clearly in our passage today when Jesus returns home to the Friday Night Lights of
Nazareth, the boy who left home to become a prophet returns home as a hometown hero to wow all the inhabitants with
his prophetic preaching and his messianic messages. And when he sticks to the normal customs and the familiar liturgy,
all goes fine, and then something happens. I don’t know if he sounded to eloquent or preachy or made his fellow
Nazarites feel like he was talking down to them, but they end up ridiculing and questioning his credentials. Isn’t this
Joseph’s son? The carpenter’s boy? And he is going to be God’s anointed messenger? And Jesus fires back that no prophet
is ever accepted in his hometown and then reminds them about Elijah and Elisha who had no prophetic word and not
much healing to do in their respective hometowns, and then things escalate from bad to worse, and Jesus’ hometown
village chases him after church to the edge of town where they might throw him over a cliff. Even for Jesus, home is not an
absolute, a place where Bing Crosby will be singing him home with evergreens and tinsel during the holiday season.

Nanci Griffith was born in Seguin, Texas, and grew up in Austin, and attended the University of Texas and
majored in early childhood education and taught school for a couple of year, but from a very early age she wanted to be a

singer and songwriter, and she left teaching and took the plunge full time into world of coffee houses, honky tonks, and



dank backroom venues, writing and playing her blend of folk and country. She was in Austin in the 1970s, when native
son Willie Nelson had just returned to his home state after flailing for decades in the Nashville country music scene, and
she was one of the few women artists of that period trying to break through and establish a musical career for herself.
This period was a fertile time to grow up in the Austin music scene which saw itself as an rebellious outlaw concoction of
hippies, rednecks, cowboys, and college students who wanted something different than what as derogatively referred to
as the ‘countrypolitan’ sound coming out of Nashville.

Nanci Griffith wrote nearly all of her music and Griffith had her own unique sound that some thought was a bit
too performative with a syrupy sentimental Texas twang coming through the music loud and clear. Even after recording
two albums in the late 1970s and early 1980s, it was later in that decade that Griffith would leave Texas for good and
moved to Nashville after signing with MCA records. She went on to establish an international following especially in the
United Kingdom and Ireland and won her only Grammy award for her 1993 album, ‘Other Voices, Other Rooms.” Nanci
Griffith never returned home for good but spent the rest of career in Nashville, as well as touring and playing at live
venues throughout the country. In the summer of 1996 she was the headliner at the Kerrville Folk Festival while I was
home from college and was a regular at Austin City Limits.

While it is always dangerous to read our press clippings (as my football coach used to be fond of saying), none of
us like reading the clippings of our critics; and for a time Griffith had a feud with some of the Texas music critics for how
she was portrayed and didn’t think it was fair. In a 2023 Texas Monthly article after her death, writer Nadine Smith
wrote this: ‘like so many of us, she seemed cursed to yearn for home whenever she left it but want to run away whenever
she returned.”! She wrote her best songs about home and could create an ‘evocative sense of place,’ the best when she was
far away from it.

In the early 1970s, Willie Nelson was best known for writing the Patsy Cline hit ‘Crazy,” which was a defining
song for Patsy Cline and her career, but the only problem was that Nelson wrote that hit about a decade earlier (in 1962)
and since then he had struggled as a song writer and as a musician to scratch out a living in the music scene in Nashville.
He had a bit more success as a song writer but his odd jazzy off beat way of playing and singing was too odd, eccentric,
and off kilter for what was referred to as the Nashville Sound. There is a picture of Wilson during this time trying to

break through wearing a blue polyester leisure suit, clean shaven, and short cropped hair cut and as soon as you see the

! Nadine Smith, ‘What Nanci Griffith Knew About Texas,” Texas Monthly, November 24, 2023.



image you immediately think there is something completely wrong with this look. It is like you are staring at the
dictionary definition of a square peg in a round hole.

In the early 1970s, Nelson was having trouble getting regular work even as a songwriter and was coming to the
realization that his career was bottoming out. On a cold snowy night in the winter and got drunk and walked out into
the Nashville winter and laid down in the middle of Broadway alone in the freezing temperatures laying on his back,
watching the snowfall, and realizing his career was hitting rock bottom and there was nothing he could do about. So he
left. Went back home and starting playing at live music venues back in his home state. Growing a beard, letting his hair
grow long, trading in his cowboy boots for tennis shoes and attracting cowboys, college students, hippies, and people
who grew up on country music but also loved the blend of folk music, jazz, and the harder hitting sounds of Buddy Holly
and Elvis Pressley and Chuck Berry.

By 1975 Willie Nelson had reinvented himself, found his people, and dared to record a completely scaled down
acoustic album that Columbia records did not want to produce and that their music people thought was just a bad demo
that Nelson had hastily put together. But one of the songs on the album, Redheaded Stranger, ‘Blue Eyes Cryin’ in the
Rain, had broken through on the country charts and before long the entire album had soared to gold (today it is a double
platinum album with more than two million copies sold. Before this album, even back home in Texas, club owners were
skeptical of booking Nelson. ‘We love Willie, they would say, ‘but we can’t hire a guy with long hair and tennis shoes.” By
1976, they could not longer hire him because they could no longer afford him.? He left home and never found a home in
Nashville and fled back home and where suddenly a new home came out of nowhere after years and years and decades of
wandering in the wilderness, hitting rock bottom, and going back home feeling like a failure.

A long time ago, most likely in the second century, a Roman imperial bureaucrat had been hearing descriptions
and incomplete accounts of these communities called Christians throughout the region, but it was all hearsay without a
lot of clarity. And so he sent a fellow bureaucrat or an imperial underling to go and observe and learn about these people
and to report back to him with a fuller description of who these people were, what they were about, and what they
believed. We have this description in what is called the Letter to Diognetus, possibly the name of the higher ranked
imperial bureaucrat who sent the author of the letter to observe, study, and report back.

Here is what he said: ‘Christians cannot be distinguished from the rest of the human race by country or language

or customs. They do not live in cities of their own...they live in their own countries, but only as aliens. The have a share in

2 Brian Fairbanks, Willie, Waylon, and the Boys: How Nashville Outsiders Changed Country Music Forever, 170.



everything as citizens and endure everything as foreigners. Every foreign land is their home land, and yet for them every
home land is a foreign land. They busy themselves on earth, but their citizenship is in heaven. To put it simply: what the
soul is in the body, Christians are in the world. The soul is dispersed through all the members of the body, and the
Christians are scattered through all the cities of the world. The soul dwells in the body but does not belong to the body,
and Christians dwell in the world, but do not belong the world.”

And perhaps what we can take from Willie and Nanci and the letter to Diognetus, is that all of us are called
beyond home even if we never stray too far from it; to carry on that lover’s quarrel, to love it warts and all, and at the same
time to never feel too comfy there, that we cannot see a better home, and always be homesick for our eternal home that is

ours in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

3 Cyril Richardson, ed., The Early Church Fathers, ‘Letter to Diognetus,” p.216-218.



