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One of the difficulties in understanding the scriptures is that we often forget that they were written in a 

different period, in a different land with a different culture. It is difficult, if not impossible, to understand 

exactly what the writer is trying to say because we are not sufficiently well-versed in the circumstances 

surrounding the writing of the particular text. As a result, when we put our modern perceptions upon 

Biblical events, we skew the narrative; our mind's eye naturally tries to set the scene according to our 

common perceptions without realising that the situations and locations we're reading about would 

appear very different if they were to happen today. A typical example of this is to be found in today's 

Gospel narrative. 

 

I don't know about you but when I first heard this story, I imagined Jesus to be in a synagogue about 

the size of this magnificent building, partly because this is how synagogues always appeared in Cecil B 

DeMille epics such as "The Ten Commandments". However, modern archaeological techniques have 

revealed this to not normally be the case. Ten years ago, excavations in the city of Magdala (Mary 

Magdalene's home town) revealed a synagogue with stone benches around the walls, mosaics on the 

floor, frescos on the walls and a large stone monolith on which was carved a representation of the 

Menorah: the seven-branched candlestick in the Temple in Jerusalem. Exciting though this find was, 

the most significant thing about it was that the whole synagogue was about the same size as the Blessed 

Sacrament Chapel in this building. It was not the massive complex that we usually imagine but was a far 

more intimate place, possibly seating only thirty people. 

 

The synagogue was itself (like churches used to be) the centre of the community; a place for meeting 

and teaching as well as for worship. [We have the Victorians to thank for removing the community 

from our churches as they were the ones who built church halls, thereby robbing the church of its role 

as the focus in a community.] In some towns and villages, the synagogue would actually have been 

nothing more than a separate room in someone's house. So, the setting for today's Gospel reading was 

probably not a place as grand as St. Paul's but was more likely to be a small meeting room with a couple 

of dozen people present. 

 

After the recitation of the Shema – similar to our own summary of the Law – there would have been a 

reading from the Torah: the first five books of the Old Testament. Then there would have been a 

reading from one of the prophets. This reading which could be taken by any adult male member of the 

gathering who would then be able to comment on it. 

 

THIS is the setting for the moment in Nazareth when Jesus was invited to read one of the scrolls. 

Moving from the congregation to the front of the room, he unrolled the scroll, chose his sentences and 

read them aloud.  
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"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 let the oppressed 

go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour." 

 

And then, he rolled up the scroll, handed it back to the attendant and sat down. This was the normal 

position of the teacher – seated in front of his students. "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing." 

 

There would have been sharp intakes of breath from those gathered as everyone looked to each other 

to try to work out what each other is thinking. Who would be the first to speak? Would there be 

shocked excitement? Outrage almost certainly at this young upstart who was making an extraordinary 

claim. In the close confines of the room, with people so close together, one can imagine the rising 

tension as Jesus, literally face to face with the growing hostility from the assembly, continues his sermon 

which actually concludes with an outcry from what is effectively a lynch mob out for blood. 

 

It is startling how a group of god-fearing people can have their minds so quickly diverted from thoughts 

of God to thoughts of violence. We see it again and again in today's society as our phobias of those who 

are different to us in some way are used as fuel to force through extreme policies by those in power. 

Not only that, the group mentality – a form of hive-mind - drives us all so that normally peaceful people 

are whipped up into a frenzy of hatred and cause inhuman acts of cruelty against one another. 

 

It's particularly poignant on this day, as we reflect on the events of the Holocaust.  We do this with love, 

and with open hearts as we remember all communities who have suffered as a result of the appalling 

violence of the 2nd World War, and its consequences which continue to scar human lives, and which 

prevent the full human flourishing of all God’s people. We do this despite the fact that as a race we still 

cause atrocities as we try to exert our own devices and desires upon others with scant regard for life. 

 

For me, the hardest accusations to respond to, are those which highlight the violence that exists in the 

world as a result of religious intolerance and hatred. And here I have to hold my hands up and say, 

“Yes, that exists, and we, the Church, must bow our heads in shame for the violence that has its origins 

in how we have expressed our faith in the past.” And we also need to recognise and admit that we 

continue to cause pain, suffering and anguish on others whose way of life disagrees with ours. If our 

picture of the synagogue in which Jesus made his great declaration of who he actually was can be so far 

from the mark, can we be so certain that our reading of other areas of scripture is inerrant? Can we be 

100% positive, as we accuse others of making lifestyle decisions that disagree with ours that we really 

have our understanding of the Bible correct? Or are we simply allowing our clouded perceptions to 

drive us to vilify and declaim? 

 

Elie Wiesel, a Jewish survivor of the Holocaust said this: 

“I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. 

We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the 

tormentor, never the tormented.” 

 

In the spirit of that commitment, we ought to work for the inclusion of those who have been 

marginalised, excluded, and abused, and those who continue be vilified for who they are. I admit and 

am truly sorry that there are times I have remained silent and not spoken out. No more! Whilst I see 

the pain and sorrow of those who continue to resist any changes, I will do all I can to achieve equality 

for all people – the right to be equal in law, and equal in church for who people are. 
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To me that is based on God’s love for the world that he sent his Son to save. It is based on Jesus’ saying 

that when he is lifted up, he would draw all people to himself. It is based on the prophecy that God 

would pour out his spirit on all his people. 

 

God’s revealed his love to the whole world through Jesus. We can reveal God’s love for the world today 

by being agents of His love for all people – without exception; the love of a God who conquered 

darkness with light, and hate with love. And that will reveal to our world, a God to whom people can 

turn without fear of rejection because of who God actually created them to be. 

 

And may all people come to know that God of Love, Jesus Christ His Son, the Prince of Peace, and 

the Holy Spirit, Source of all life and love. Amen. 


