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 The call of the prophet is never to say what the people want to hear, but what they need to hear. 
The greatest of the prophets is Jesus, who was God’s very word. Today, as we continue a preaching series 
called “Responding to Jesus,” we hear that even those who think they know Jesus well can be surprised, 
and even upset, by the word that he speaks. 
 

___ 
 
 Last week, I was with eleven from Christ Church on a mission trip in poorest county in West 
Virginia. We look forward to sharing about the trip soon. 
 

Right away, during orientation, our hosts told the team two things. The county is not pronounced 
“McDOWELL” as we’d been saying it all along, but “MAC-Dowell.” And the little villages nestled into 
the mountains are called “hollows.” But they’re really pronounced, “hollers.”  
 
 The holler Jesus was from was called Nazareth. Archaeologists tell us the population of Nazareth 
was about 300 in Jesus’ day. So when Jesus came home from teaching and healing crowds of the region’s 
sick, frowned upon, and outcast people, people just searching for a life worthy of their dreams, Jesus 
looked out at his hometown synagogue and knew every face.  
 

You might say no one could claim familiarity with Jesus more than those people of Nazareth. 
There was his sabbath school teacher. A family whose house he’d helped to build. There was his mother, 
sisters and brothers. There were the guys he played with as a kid. These people saw Jesus grow up and go 
into construction just like Joseph who raised him. These are the people who must have whispered, as 
small towns will whisper, about how Joseph wasn’t really his father, perhaps always wondering who Jesus’ 
father really was.  
 

In his gospel, Mark never actually mentions Joseph, so it’s a pretty good guess that at some point 
Joseph died, effectively making Jesus the head of the household. Which means that Nazareth must also 
have whispered, or more than whispered, when, at 30, despite the traditional values that said Jesus should 
be home working construction to provide for his family, Jesus left his mother, sisters and brothers, as well 
as the construction trade that may have been in Joseph’s family for longer than coal mining has been in 
the hollers of MAC-Dowell County, WV.  

 
He traded carpentry tools for a message about God’s kingdom, which he took out of town, all 

around the region of Galilee. Turn back to God, he said, for God’s rule over the world is coming near into 
your lives. And everything Jesus did showed how God’s way of ruling the world really looks. 

 
Mark’s early chapters tell us Jesus message about God’s kingdom found less traction among the 

traditional religious folk of his day than with the people whom the good religious folk didn’t wish to 
welcome or just didn’t know how to. Mark calls them the “sinners and tax collectors.” The broken bodied 
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and broken hearted that communities didn’t know what to do with. People whose ways of life were 
understood to be in opposition to God’s will. Such people were in the crowds flocking to Jesus, the ones 
whom Jesus made whole. 

 
So, there was Nazareth’s wayward son, teaching from the Bible in synagogue about God’s 

kingdom coming near, transforming people’s lives. But how do the hometown people you’d think would 
know Jesus best respond to his teaching? They’ll have none of it. They say with disdain, “What in the 
world has gotten into Jesus? Just who does this carpenter think that he is?”  

 
In their presumptive familiarity with Jesus, and maybe in their presumptions about what the Bible 

says about God’s work in the world, people close to Jesus have closed themselves to God’s message. Jesus 
isn’t fitting into the hole in which they’ve pegged him, which means the God whom Jesus reveals is fitting 
in their peg hole either. 

 
This witness Mark gives us is warning to all of us who may also presume familiarity with Jesus, or 

with the Bible of which Jesus is the center. The warning is, communities around Jesus can close 
themselves to hearing fresh, even surprising, words about who Jesus is and what kind purpose God is 
enacting in him. Mark tells us that those who think themselves close to Jesus can find themselves strangers 
to what Christ is doing in the world. 

 
For the past 10 days the world in which Christ is Lord and at work has been talking about a 

Supreme Court decision concerning marriage. Since the day of that decision, posts I’ve seen by my 
Facebook friends have reflected the diversity of the nation’s reaction and, imagine, some of the diversity in 
Christ Church.  

 
Some of my friends’ posts have sounding like one of the dissenting justices who said in so many 

words, “Just who does this court think it is? How dare five lawyers redefine for a nation a social institution 
such as marriage?” But I also have friends that have expressed strong support for the court decision. One 
succinctly said “Yes. Yes. Yes.” And then there are always those in the middle. Folks in the middle don’t 
tend to speak so loudly or forcefully, perhaps because some of them are trying to figure out what they 
should think. 

 
I suspect that the talking we’ve done about the court decision has mostly been with those who 

largely share our opinion of it. After all, the meaning of marriage, with all of the love and intimacy and 
core-of-our-being that it involves, it touches us so deeply that it’s easy for us to get hot in our 
disagreement. It’s understandable if we are inclined to speak our thoughts freely mostly among those who 
share our viewpoint. 

 
But today we are gathered as the church. As the church our unity in Jesus Christ goes deeper than 

similarity of view on Supreme Court rulings, even on something so important as marriage. And as the 
church, in the end, our source for discerning truth is not the Constitution or a court’s interpretation of it. 
The church discerns the truth of God’s purpose by attending to Christ, revealed in Scripture. And here’s 
where the church comes to a challenging reality. 

 
It’s a fact of the matter reality is that, across church, among people who likewise profess faith in 

Christ and seek his truth and God’s will in Holy Scripture, the church is meeting the court decision with 
the same spectrum of responses as in the U.S. population at large. 

 
Some Christians, out of their sense of obedience to Christ, claiming the authority of Scripture, are 

responding to the court decision with dismay. They believe that it’s God’s will that marriage be reserved 
for a man and a woman that live in covenant faithfulness together. Yet other Christians, also in a sense of 
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obedience to Christ and likewise claiming the authority of Scripture, are rejoicing in the court decision. 
They believe that the covenant faithfulness into which God leads two married people may be expressed 
between two persons of the same gender.  

 
Three generations ago, and certainly four, no one could have imagined that some in the church 

would come to such a conclusion. But many Christians, including evangelical Christians, are saying that 
openness to Jesus speaking in Scripture and, and in the testimony of same-sex couples, has led them into a 
fresh, biblical, Christ-centered truth concerning God’s purpose in marriage. 

 
I know that many in Christ Church are familiar with the evangelical scholar and preacher, Tony 

Campolo. I’ve heard so much about the time when there was a big tent in the parking lot, and the grass 
was filled up with cars, and Dr. Campolo preached for a packed house a gospel message full of the spirit of 
Jesus. For more than a generation, Tony Campolo has influenced literally thousands of Christians, 
especially young people, to live for Jesus, to love God’s Word, and to really live God’s word by pouring 
out their lives in the service of God’s kingdom. 

 
Last month, Tony Campolo released a statement urging the church to be more welcoming of gay 

and lesbian people. I want to share some of that statement with you. Tony said: 
 

As a young man I surrendered my life to Jesus and trusted in Him for my 
salvation, and I have been a staunch evangelical ever since. 

 
From this foundation I have done my best to preach the Gospel, care for the poor 

and oppressed, and earnestly motivate others to do the same. Because of my open 
concern for social justice, in recent years I have been asked the same question over and 
over again: Are you ready to fully accept into the Church those gay Christian couples 
who have made a lifetime commitment to one another? 

 
It has taken countless hours of prayer, study, conversation and emotional turmoil 

to bring me to the place where I am finally ready to call for the full acceptance of 
Christian gay couples into the Church. 

 
 Dr. Campolo’s statement goes on to describe some of his journey toward a change of heart and 
mind about what Scripture reveals of God’s will in Jesus Christ concerning marriage. Toward the end of 
his statement Tony said, 
 

As a social scientist, I have concluded that sexual orientation is almost never a 
choice and I have seen how damaging it can be to try to “cure” someone from being gay. 
As a Christian, my responsibility is not to condemn or reject gay people, but rather to 
love and embrace them, and to endeavor to draw them into the fellowship of the Church. 
When we sing the old invitation hymn, “Just As I Am”, I want us to mean it, and I want 
my gay and lesbian brothers and sisters to know it is true for them too. 

 
(And then Tony said) Rest assured that I have already heard – and in some cases 

made – every kind of biblical argument against gay marriage… Obviously, people of 
good will can and do read the scriptures very differently when it comes to controversial 
issues, and I am painfully aware that there are ways I could be wrong about this one. 

 
Now, I want to be clear about something. I want to be clear about why I am sharing some of our 

brother Tony Campolo’s story with you. I do not share his thoughts as a way of saying what I, Matt 
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Reeves, your pastor believes. I’m not using Tony Campolo’s words to say what the church, alone you 
personally, should believe.  

 
I share Tony Campolo’s witness because I consider it such a courageous expression of openness to 

Jesus in the challenging world we live in. Here is man who such a lover of God, of Scripture and of 
people. A man who, as he says, has really surrendered all to Jesus. Surrendered his opinions, his 
reputation, his loves and his ethics.  

 
In his longing to be in the will of Jesus, as revealed in Scripture, Dr. Campolo took care to 

understand Christians who were reading the Bible differently from him. Because sisters and brothers who 
read the Bible differently from you or from me just might be hearing a word from Jesus that we need to 
hear. 

 
This brings me to a commitment the session of this church made last month. The session has 

committed to a period of study for the sake of understanding how Christians today are reading the Bible 
differently regarding sexuality. The purpose of this study is not to take a position on an issue, but to try 
and understand how Christians across Jesus’ very wide Church are hearing the Bible say more than one 
thing regarding same sex relationships. 

 
It’s a rare thing these days when those who believe differently, including Christians, try to 

understand rather than refute one another. To adopt such posture of openness to Jesus that a biblical 
word that, at first, sounds strange, might be recognized as shining some light of the truth of the kingdom 
Jesus announced. For as often as stay closed to any different word sounding from the Scriptures in which 
we hear our Lord’s voice, we put ourselves in peril of becoming like Jesus’ hometown which thought they 
knew Jesus so well that they proved they hardly knew him at all. 

 
Mark tells us that since the people of Nazareth wouldn’t give Jesus a hearing, the Savior could 

hardly perform any deeds of power in their midst. Isn’t it the truth that our deep longing isn’t to be right, 
to really know what’s what on this or that issue, but to know the power of Christ that really makes us 
whole?  

 
Since, in their presumption, the people of Nazareth closed themselves to Jesus’ life-giving word, 

Jesus left them and sent his disciples out to preach the gospel in other places. As he sent them out, he told 
them, “Take nothing for the journey except a walking stick--no bread, no bags, and no money in your 
belts.” And so, as they preached the good news, the disciples had to conduct themselves graciously enough 
that they would be welcomed. 

 
They had to conduct themselves, basically, like Jesus, who didn’t adopt defensive postures toward 

the world, but always lived so vulnerably. The truth named Jesus lived so vulnerable to the all rancor within 
religion and the all discord in the world. And on the cross, he revealed that the truth and righteousness of 
God is measured by grace shown to others. 

 
The gospel calls us away from worldly divisions in which we draw lines saying who’s in and who’s 

out, who we stand with and who we stand against. In these days we need to remember what the gospel 
always tells us: every time we draw a line, we’ll find Jesus on the other side, his nail scarred hands wide 
open, still giving himself for the reconciliation of the world.  

 
God grant that the church live so open and true to the life of the Savior. Amen. 


