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 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 A man went solo skydiving one day. He jumped from the plane, went into freefall for a while, and then 

when he pulled the ripcord nothing happened. In a panic he pulled the cord for the emergency chute – still 

nothing happened. In terror he looked toward the ground rushing up to meet him and was shocked to see an-

other man rising from the ground into the air and flying right towards him. As the other man approached he 

called out, “hey, do you know anything about parachutes?” And the other man yelled back, “no, do you know 

anything about gas stoves?” 

 Failure can be quite painful – whether it’s parachute failure or gas stove failure or, in the case of today’s 

gospel text, the failure of the hometown crowd to accept Jesus and his very first sermon. This gospel story 

presents a striking scene: Jesus gives the opening sermon of his ministry and the people of his home town try 

to kill him. One question we might ask is this: has Jesus failed or has the crowd failed? 

 Notice how the situation unfolds: as we saw last week, Jesus announces that God has anointed him to 

preach good news to the poor and freedom to the captives. The crowd is impressed – Luke says they were 

amazed at his gracious words and proud of Joseph’s son, the hometown boy made good. Then Jesus turns to a 

more direct confrontation of the sin that he knows they are struggling with. He points out that they aren’t real-

ly listening to his message and allowing it to change their lives. To illustrate his point he cites two stories from 

the history of Israel in which outsiders, people who weren’t part of God’s covenant community of Israel, were 

blessed and healed by God’s prophets. In other words, Jesus implies, you all think you  are faithful worshipers 

of God but in reality there are many outside of Israel whose faith and connection to God is stronger than 

yours. 

 This enrages the crowd and these are the words that provoke them to try to kill him. Jesus is striking a 

theme here that will recur in his ministry throughout the gospels – it could be summarized using that famous 
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phrase of Jesus, “the first will be last and the last will be first.” Again and again – here and throughout the gos-

pels – Jesus shocks his listeners by telling them that those who think they are loved by God because they are 

doing all the right things are actually very much in trouble with God while those who know they are loved by 

God in spite of their sin and brokenness are the ones who are truly close to God’s heart. Jesus shocks his audi-

ences by telling them that God isn’t looking for good people who have their lives together he’s looking for 

broken people who know they need God’s grace just to make it one more day. 

 Let’s pause for a moment and try to translate their experience into our own experience and try to better 

understand why Jesus’ sermon is so shocking and offensive to them. It might be as though I stood up here to-

day and gave a sermon and at the conclusion I said “there are some atheists whose lives look more like Christ 

than your lives.” Or suppose you  went to hear a member of congress speak and he said “there are some refu-

gees waiting for asylum at the southern border that understand the American dream better than all of you.” Je-

sus is confronting them with their own failures to listen to God, to respond to God’s word through the proph-

ets, and to allow their lives to be changed by God’s love and faithfulness. And let’s be honest: none of us like 

to be called on our “sh. . .” – stuff! They didn’t like it any more than we do. 

 So I asked a moment ago, who failed, Jesus or his audience? For the most part it is a failure of his listen-

ers. They are unwilling to hear and respond to the word of God – both the Word of God in the flesh as the man 

Jesus and the word of God which Jesus speaks to them. But there is also something interesting about how Je-

sus goes about his ministry in the upcoming chapters of Luke. From this point forward we don’t see Jesus di-

rectly confronting people through his preaching as directly as he confronts the crowd here. Instead, we will see 

him more and more teaching through conversation and through stories – especially a certain kind of story we 

call a parable.  

 It would probably be too much to say that Jesus failed in this incident – after all, he does what God called 

him to do – but Jesus does learn something from the experience. He adapts his teaching and preaching and his 

way of presenting the Kingdom to make it more helpful to his audience. When he does, at last, return to direct 

confrontation it is mostly in his last week in Jerusalem when he knows that the time has come for him to face 

death head-on and not slip away through the crowd as he does at the end of today’s scene.  

 There are lessons for us here about our own spirituality. How do we handle failure?  
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 When God speaks to us through a friend or a priest or even a stranger and tells us that we have failed in 

some way, how do we respond? Are we like the crowd in today’s story, lashing out in anger and self-defense, 

or are we prepared to hear when God speaks to us of our failures, to repent, and to try to change what we’re 

doing?  

 What about when we are engaged in ministry, as Jesus was, and it doesn’t go well? How do we react when 

we believe God has called us to do something but when we first try to do it we encounter struggle, difficulty, 

or failure? Do we give up or turn away from helping others because we weren’t immediately successful or do 

we, like Jesus, keep pressing forward in what God has called us to do – learning, adapting, and changing our 

strategy so as to better accomplish the ministry to which we have been called? 

 I think these are especially important questions for a church to ask. We here at All Saints can’t be afraid to 

step outside the walls of our church, to try new ministries, and to follow Christ into difficult places where we 

can help bring the Kingdom of God to others. Fear of failure can cripple a church and prevent us from doing 

what God has called us to do. We have to understand and accept that – just like Jesus – we will sometimes be 

doing what God has called us to do and it just won’t go well for us or for those we are trying to help. And 

that’s okay. It is okay to try, to experiment, to take a risk and to experience failure as Jesus did because God is 

with us, the Holy Spirit is upholding us, and our calling is to dare to do great things for the Kingdom. 

 As we launch into this new year of ministry together as a parish, I encourage you – and myself – to not be 

afraid. I encourage us to not be afraid to repent when we are wrong and to not be afraid to get things wrong 

sometimes as we step out in faith in Christ. After all, the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ is the God de-

scribed in our reading today from 1 Corinthians. It is called the love chapter and since Christ reveals to us that 

God is love we can say that all the descriptions given there of love are also descriptions of God. Let me finish 

by reading it to you in that way: 

 God is patient; God is kind; God is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. God does not insist on his 

own way; he is not irritable or resentful; he does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. God bears 

all things, believes all things, hopes all things, God endures all things. God never ends. 

 If that is who God is, and through Christ we believe this to be true, that means that getting it wrong in life 

is not true failure. It’s only a learning experience. The only true failure is to never try. 

 Amen. 


