14th Sunday – Accepting Jesus

A reading from the holy Gospel according to Mark: (Mk. 6: 1-6) 

Jesus went to his home town and his disciples accompanied him. With the coming of the Sabbath he began teaching in the synagogue and most of them were astonished when they heard him. They said, “Where did the man get all this? What is this, wisdom that has been granted him and these miracles that are worked through him? This is the carpenter, surely, the son of Mary, the brother of James and Joset and Jude and Simon? His sisters too are they not here with us?” 

And they would not accept him. 
And Jesus said to them, “A prophet is only despised in his own country, among his own relations and in his own house.” And he could work no miracle there though he cured a few sick people by laying his hands on them. He was amazed at their lack of faith. 

This is the Gospel of the Lord. 

***

“He was amazed at their lack of faith”
Dear Brothers and Sisters, 
We have already explained on other occasions who the prophets were: messengers from God to the people of Israel. Their task was to let the people know what God wanted of them, to encourage them to faithfulness to Yahweh and to urge them to repent whenever they had fallen in sinful ways.
- Some prophets, Elijah and his disciple Elisha for instance left no written message; they just preached. Others wrote at least part of what they preached and we have their message in the Holy Scripture.
- Four of those who put into writing at least part of what they preached are called major prophets. They are Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.
1. The Israelites in exile rejected the message God gave them through Ezekiel.
Ezekiel was born in Jerusalem, the son of a Jewish priest and had known the great prophet Jeremiah there. 597 years before Jesus was born, Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon ransacked Jerusalem, took the best part of the population as prisoners; Ezekiel was among them. 

(Nebuchadnezzar, however, did not destroy the Jewish Kingdom. He left behind a vassal king, Zedekiah by name, and an impoverished population.) 

- It was six years later, while in exile, that God called Ezekiel to be his prophet. The first reading of today is only a part of the complete narration of his calling. 

- Like prophet Jeremiah, Ezekiel too was given an uphill task: to announce to the exiles that Jerusalem would soon be totally destroyed. The announcement of God in today’s first reading, that they would not listen to him, was fulfilled to the letter. Like the people left back in Jerusalem, the exiles too could not conceive that their beloved town and Temple would be destroyed. But destroyed it was, by the same Nebuchadnezzar, a few years later, just as Jeremiah and Ezekiel had announced. 

- Today’s first reading is meant to serve as background to the Gospel passage. This time, we see another group of Jews, the people of Nazareth, rejecting the message, not of any prophet, but of “The Prophet”, Jesus himself. 

2. The people of Nazareth rejected Jesus and his message: 

Jesus had left Nazareth to go and be baptised by John in the Jordan. After 40 days of fast and prayer in the desert, he returned to Galilee and started preaching the Good News from village to village. He chose Capernaum as the centre of his preaching campaign. Capernaum was a town by the lake of Gennesareth, some 36 kms from Nazareth, an important centre in the region. 

- The news of Jesus’ preaching and miracles spread throughout Galilee and reached Nazareth. That explains why when Jesus returned to his village for the first time after an absence of several months, everyone was anxious to listen to him. 

- On the Sabbath day after his arrival, Jesus went to the Synagogue as the pious Jew that he was, and as he had done throughout his life. But this time he returned, not just as a villager, but as a Rabbi, a master already famous. 

When some educated person returns to our village after a long absence, the catechist invites him to address the community at Sunday service. In a similar way, the chief of the synagogue invited Jesus to read the Scriptures and to explain’ them to the people, since they had already heard how wisely he had preached elsewhere.
- All the three Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, narrate this visit of Jesus to his village, and his teaching at the synagogue. But Luke adds something which Mark does not say. He tells us that on being handed the scroll of the Law, a rolled up parchment containing the Scripture, Jesus picked up a passage from the book of Isaiah, and the passage read as follows: 

“The Spirit of the Lord has been given to me, for he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives, to give the blind new sight, to set the down-trodden free, to proclaim the Lord’s year of favour” (Is. 61: 1-2; Lk. 4: 18).
- Having read the passage, Jesus proceeded to explain it. Luke narrates this as follows: “Jesus then rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the assistant and sat down. And all eyes in the synagogue were fixed on him.” Then he began to speak to them: “This text is being fulfilled today, even as you listen.” (Lk. 4: 20-21) 

The passage from the Book of Isaiah Jesus had chosen for his reading was well known to every Jew; everyone understood that those words referred to the Messiah to come, and so the explanation Jesus gave amounted to saying: “I am the one about whom Isaiah spoke; I am the Messiah.” 

- They would not accept that. Jesus, “the son of Mary” as Mark calls him, (probably Joseph had died by then) was “one of them”, a carpenter and no more. His family was probably poorer than most in the village. It could not enter into their mind that he could be the Messiah. 

- When Jesus rebuked his co-villagers for their lack of faith, they turned against him; they would have killed him, had he not miraculously vanished from their midst. 

- We do not read in the Gospel that Jesus ever returned to his village. His being rejected by those closest to him, his companions for years, is one of the saddest episodes in the Gospel. He had come to save them, had shared their joys and sorrows for years, had become one of them for their sake, and instead of being grateful for it, they rejected the salvation he was offering. 

Pride prevented the people of Nazareth from accepting Jesus as their saviour! How they must have regretted it when they met him again, at their death. 
3. Every person that comes into the world is confronted with a choice: to either accept Jesus or reject Jesus!
- Reading the Gospel, we find that none of those who came to Jesus could remain indifferent to him: many accepted him and his teachings; and many still rejected him. 

This is true, not just of those who came to know Jesus while he lived on earth, but of every man and woman that comes into the world. In ways unknown to us, Jesus will manifest himself to every single person, whatever race, sex, social position, age and so on. 

Each one, individually, and of his or her own free choice, will have to either accept or reject the salvation which Jesus offers. 

a) Going back to the Gospel, we may ask: who accepted Jesus?

People from various places and different positions in life: 

· The shepherds who received him joyfully soon after his birth

· The wise men coming from the East

· The apostles

· Sinful people like Zacchaeus, the Samaritan woman, Mary Magdalene, a thief on the cross and so on

· Exceptionally people of position like Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea

· Among the people who accepted Jesus the most numerous came from among the poor, simple country-folk, people convinced of their mown weakness and who realised how totally they depended on God. 

The one who accepted Jesus and his message best, wholeheartedly and without reserve, was Mary his mother.

b) And who rejected him?
Those who should have been the first to receive him with joy: 

· His co-villagers at Nazareth who, as we said above, rejected him each out of pride

· The Scribes and Pharisees who thought themselves so holy as not to need a Saviour on account of their scrupulous observance of the Law of Moses

· The priests and top leaders of the Jew; these rejected Jesus out of greed, since Jesus endangered the business they carried on in the name of religion. 
· Herod who rejected Jesus, as he had rejected John, rather than give up his immoral life. 
- It will always be the same: pride, greed, impurity, closing one’s own eyes to one’s own sinfulness, will continue to block the way for people to accept the salvation which Jesus offers. 

4. Fortunately, we have accepted Jesus as our Saviour. What moved us to do so? 

- Baptism made us Christians, followers of Christ. In spite of our many shortcomings and occasional failures, we are trying to live as his disciples. But if we examine things well, we not so much came to faith as were brought to faith in Jesus; it was He who out of love brought us to himself: 

· To start with, he called us to follow him; had he not called us, we would have never come to him by ourselves. 
· We did accept his call, but again, only he knows what exactly moved us to do so. He definitely was at work within us leading us to follow him. 

Jesus called us and we accepted his call, not because we were better than others, or more worthy of becoming his followers. If today we are his disciples there is only one explanation for it: his love for us. 

5. It is not enough to have accepted Christ once; we must renew our acceptance day after day: 

- As we have said above, God made his will known to the people of Israel through the prophets. 

But Jesus revealed his Father’s plans for us in a much clearer way. As if that were not enough, he gave us a bright light, the light of his Spirit within us, first to lead us to Himself and then to follow Him faithfully. 

- We must be always attentive to discover what God wants from us: he manifests his will in prayer, through his Word in the Scriptures, through the people we meet and in every event in life. 

This means that we must keep on giving an answer to Christ at every step in our life. He lets us free to answer “yes” or “no”, to accept his promptings or to decline them. 

The obstacles preventing us from giving a generous “yes” to God are the very ones which prevented people from following Jesus while he lived on earth: pride greed, love of pleasure and so on. 

We all have known people who once followed Jesus with enthusiasm, but gradually abandoned him, and who today are far from him. The same could happen to us unless we be on our guard. 

To follow Jesus faithfully we need a strength which only God can give. Experience has taught us that we are weak; we cannot trust our own strength; when least expected we yield to temptation. Only God can make up for our weakness. This is the lesson which Paul teaches in this Sunday’s second reading. The Christians of Corinth, or rather Christian teachers there who had come from Judaism, did all they could to discredit him by accusing him of not being a true apostle, of teaching wrong doctrine and so on. 

Worrying that his Christians might be misled Paul defended himself. He narrated to his Christians how God had granted him extraordinary favours, even a vision of life in heaven. 

Saint Paul did not list God’s favours out of pride, but in all sincerity, fully conscious of his own sinfulness. He told them how time and again he had prayed God to free him of his human weaknesses. The answer of God had been: “My grace is enough for you; my power is greatest when you are weak” (2 Cor. 13:9) 

God’s answer to Paul holds good for us too; we must be conscious of how weak we are but our weaknesses will not prevent us from following Christ faithfully if we humbly ask for God’s help; he is not just at our side but within us helping us to be faithful. 

God who out of love called us to follow Jesus and out of love helped us to accept Christ’s call, will out of that same love, help us to say “yes” to Christ day after day. 

So we pray: Father in heaven, in your love you have called us to follow your Son Jesus; help us to follow him faithfully in spite of our weaknesses, and to be his messengers to everyone around us. Amen.
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