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2022.01.30 SERMON  Fourth Sunday after Epiphany ©Gyllian Davies† 
 
Last Sunday we heard Bishop Anna preach on this Sunday’s text, reminding us that if 
we are part of the ninety-nine sheep who are safely tucked away in the fold, Jesus is 
going to leave us to fend for ourselves in order to go search for the one who is lost, 
broken, missing out there somewhere in the world. Of course we all knew she was 
right! We’ve heard the stories, we know the parables. And we know in a way we are 
like the people of Nazareth, Jesus’ own home town. We too might have been chuffed 
to have our home town boy back talking with us. We too might have wanted to take 
credit for how well he was doing out in the world. We too might also have been 
questioning exactly who he thought he was. Why was he so sure he was better than 
the rest of us? What gave him the right to be talking to us this way?!  
 
And for sure Jesus did push it in their faces back in Nazareth that day. He didn’t wait 
for them to turn on him – he told them right off the bat where it was all headed. I am 
not here to save you! You are not the ones I’ve chosen to do my healing and miracles 
with. That’s how it happens in Luke. In Mark’s version of this event, Jesus does try to 
do healings and miracles and is unable to accomplish any of it. Again – a prophet is 
not accepted in his own home town. Jesus did not come to heal those without faith. 
Their hearts are blocked against him. 
 
Yet, there is even another way to see what happened that day. Jesus was talking 
about healing and working with those who the good Jews of Nazareth found morally 
reprehensible, foreigners who everybody knew were pagans, and dreadful, Godless 
people. Unclean for heaven’s sake! People their own religious laws had taught them 
to exclude, turn away from, ignore if at all possible and repulse if not. It was a world 
view and a religious view that excluded any who were different, a world view that 
emphasized difference, and then made that the basis for enmity.  
 
And that was the true salt in their own wounds. Were they in need of healing? Of 
course they were! Are any of us not in need of healing? Just like us, they were in 
need. And just like us, they didn’t necessarily know where the healing was most 
needed in their lives. Because often where we are most wounded we are most blind 
and oblivious to our own brokenness. It is so hard to recognize and claim those parts 
of ourselves where goodness and mercy are not thriving. So hard to face up to where 
we are not overflowing with the healing power of love. Who wants to admit to living 
in darkness in any part of our own lives! 
 
This all makes me think of the story of Rabbi Simcha Bunim in Poland who was 
teaching this: "Every person should have two pockets. In one pocket should be a piece 
of paper saying: "I am only dust and ashes." When one is feeling too proud, reach into 
this pocket and take out this paper and read it. In the other pocket should be a piece 
of paper saying: "For my sake was the world created." When one is feeling 
disheartened and lowly, reach into this pocket and take this paper out and read it.  
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From these teachings we might imagine our own two pockets. In one pocket there is a 
piece of paper that says, “I am safe in the fold; Jesus did not come to heal me.” And 
in the other pocket there is a piece of paper that says, “I am beloved of God.”  
 
Because while it’s true that most of the time we are safe in the fold, it can be equally 
true that there are times when we are close to undone by what happens in our lives. 
Yes, most of us at All Saints have never had to choose between paying the utility bills 
to keep the house warm or buying groceries to feed ourselves or our children. Most of 
us have a roof over our heads to keep us dry and protected and a warm bed to sleep 
in. Yet we are not completely protected from all harm. Any one of us will at some 
point come face-to-face with our own human fragility and vulnerability. Every one of 
us has experienced the pain of great loss of one kind or another. The Lebanese poet, 
Kahlil Gibran tells us to recognize that our sorrow carves us deeply in order that we 
may contain more joy, that our sorrow actually breaks open the shell of our 
understanding.  
 
I believe that is what Jesus was partly up to – breaking open the shells of our sorrow, 
our assumptions, our comfortableness, our complacency. Jesus wants us to wake up 
and live as true children of God, children of the light. The best we can. And so the 
pieces of paper. One to encourage us when we are discouraged or even despairing, 
the other to remind us that, as one contemporary Christian theologian put it,  “Even 
if we are the closest thing to the children of light in our personal lives, theological 
affirmations, or political positions, we still “see in a mirror dimly” and have a long 
way to go to experience the fullness of divine inspiration or to embody perfectly 
God’s love.” 
 
So it’s all about balance, isn’t it. Knowing when we need the balancing love of God to 
lift us up and put us back on the right path, and knowing when we need the balancing 
radical Jesus shouting at us to get on with living the light of God.  
 
Or put the two together to achieve wholeness… Back when Rabbi Simcha Bunim was 
teaching in Poland, not too far away in the Ukraine, Rabbi Nachman of Breslov was 
teaching a song to his people with lyrics that said: 
‘Now, each person must say: “The entire world was created only for my sake” 
(Sanhedrin 37a). Consequently, because the world was created for my sake, I must 
constantly look into and consider ways of making the world better; to provide what is 
missing in the world and pray on its behalf.’ 
 
Here is the music Rabbi Nachman wrote for these words. May it be a blessing to you. 
 
Amen. 


