Text: Luke 4:31-44
Introduction

We try, Dennis and I, each week to have a theme behind the entire service.  Usually the lessons appointed for each week are the source of that theme.  The hymns and prayers and sermon are intended to build and restate the central point of the service.  The central point of all services is retelling what that God-man on the cross has done for us – and continues to do for us in Word and Sacrament.
Last week we had a baptism.  One of the biblical ways of speaking about baptism is as a dying and a rising.  That is not the only way, the bible will also talk about baptism as a washing, but a dying and rising is closest to the Christian mystery.  Unless Christ returns during our lifetimes – and no one knows that time – we will die, yet we will also rise.  That resurrection is so certain and sure that Jesus in John’s gospel says we will never die.  In baptism, in being connected to Christ, we have already died and are already living in the Spirit and the resurrection of Jesus.  Words fail.  That mystery is a proclamation – either we grab that promise in faith or we turn away.
Why I bring that back up today is because that dying and rising pattern, following the life of our Lord, is important in not just personal terms, like your personal faith in Jesus, but also in things communal, the church’s life and witness.  Today’s text from Luke contains a startling picture, already in the Galilean ministry.

Trouble in the World

But first I want to paint a picture of the world we are living in.  At a national level, President Obama in the State of Union asserted that “Washington suffers from a deficit of trust with the voters.”  If anything he understated the case.  A WSJ/NBC poll reports that “70% of people agreed that the government is unhealthy or in need of large reform.”  Columnist Gerald Seib of the WSJ writes that “It's becoming increasingly clear…that [the people’s] bickering, partisan leaders in Washington can’t come together to deal with it, or with much of anything.”  Atlantic blogger Andrew Sullivan, writing from his own unique corner says, “[I] dismay at the myopic, callow crowd in this capital city, more obsessed with passing instant phony judgments on political fortunes than with addressing with seriousness the vast challenges this struggling and ailing and now fast-declining republic faces.”  We are divorcing from community.  

Let’s narrow the focus from national politics to more community items.  First a note from one Sharon Astyk – someone who is quite different theologically - a convert to Judaism - and probably socially -  a Ph.D. scientist and peak oil fanatic who has moved back to the farm; but she is someone committed to the idea of building and sustaining communities.  Her observations on her synagogue – “There are 20 of so active members in their 30’s and 40’s, there are three or four in their 20’s.  A generation ago, those numbers would have been unthinkable…we no longer live in community the same way.”  And one from a John Greer talking as the youngest member of former community staples – the lodge – “too much talk about communities in recent years has focused on their benefits, and ignored the money, time, effort and commitment that has to go into making those benefits happen.”  Divorced from community.
Now I want to bring it a little closer.  Some of you may have heard, many probably not, many probably don’t much care - about the actions within our own little plot of Christendom called the LC-MS.  Since the last national convention we’ve spent a lot of money, thrown a lot of paperwork around, paid a lot of consultants and used terms like Blue Ribbon a lot trying to figure out what the “right structure of church is”.  That cycle also got pushed down to the district level as just last week, the eastern district at the direction of the national synod spent money and time to gather the reps to this summer’s convention in Houston (July in Houston) to gather in Boston in January and talk more about the proposals for synod structure.  This is going on at the same time as – 50% of the congregations in the district are forecasted to close their doors in the next 10 years.  66% of the ministers hit retirement age in that same 10 years.  The demographics of the congregations that are larger are not necessarily healthy.  And many of those types of statistics replicate to other plots of Christendom.  The institutional church is making reports and murmuring on.  And it is failing to be the church.  Its adherents are divorced from the body of Christ.
Text

Here I want to take a very close look at our text.  Jesus is teaching in the synagogue of Capernaum.  Capernaum was a leading city of Galilee.  While Judaism was structured around the Temple, the fact of the matter was that the Temple was in Jerusalem.  Only the pious would make a pilgrimage and that probably once a year.  The community of Judaism outside of Jerusalem was represented by the Synagogue.  But it had been 400 years since the last prophet.  400 years since the Word of God had been heard.  The rabbis taught, but they taught in a way that only a few got.  People would peel off all the time into various messiah movements following charismatic rebels like Barabbas.  Speculation about the end of days was rampant.   There was such a thirst for that Word that the entire region of Judea and all Jerusalem and surrounding areas went out into the desert to hear John the Baptist.  And John points to this one – to Jesus.

Everybody who heard Jesus recognized something different.  It wasn’t that they all understood him – he taught in parables.  But in the direct words of Luke – His Word was with authority.  Jesus’ Word had authority in both teaching and action.  Demons would leave and shut up at his word.  Diseases and fevers were healed at his word.  And Jesus preached the Kingdom of God.  Into a barren existence the Word of God came.

And Luke records two groups of responses.  There are the responses of the Synagogue, and there are the responses at the house.  The people gathered in both see the same things.  In the synagogue Jesus teaches and drives out the demons.   In the house Jesus preaches and heals.  The same evidence is presented.  But the responses are completely different.  In the synagogue – they were amazed, amazement came over all, they murmured to each other wondering what this Word was, and they sent reports everywhere.  In the house – they serve (Simon’s mother-in-law, healed of the high fever, gets up and serves) – I’m sure there is a snide comment that could be made about the men needing the woman to be healed to get dinner, but this is Simon’s mother-in-law’s action.  And Luke consistently points out that Jesus was supported by the women.  We probably shouldn’t steal her service.  Beyond serving others – those gathered in the house go out and drag everyone who is sick, everyone, the text emphasizes gets brought to Jesus.  The responses to the Word of Jesus couldn’t be different.  The synagogue stares in amazement and produces reports – “you gotta see this guy, I can’t believe what he is doing”.  The house responds to Jesus’ Word in service and bringing others.
There is one more response of the house though that needs to be looked at.  Jesus has healed everyone.  He’s worked through the day and night and has moved on.  And that crowd at the house seeks him out and begs him not to go.  “Stay here.  Stay with us.  We only want you right here.”  And Jesus tells them – “It is necessary for me to also preach the Kingdom of God to the surrounding cities.”

Application

The early church, the church of the Acts of the Apostles, was a house church.  That church would leave the synagogues and meet in actual houses.  Those houses would send out missionaries like Paul and Barnabas to preach to the surrounding areas.  They would serve each other – often they would get in fights over that – but the first innovation if you will in the church was the creation of deacons, which is taken directly from the greek word for servant.  The first martyr, Steven, was one of those deacons.
I’m not completely sure what the church of the 21st century looks like.  I’m sure as we struggle to find that out we will have some fights.  But there are some things that I am very sure of from today’s text

· That church of the 21st century will be solidly built on the Authority of the Word of God

Christ is the head of the church.  The church is called into existence at his Word.  And that Word is still active in this world.  The church of the 21st century will desire to hear that Word and will recognize its authority.  As Jesus would say elsewhere – “my sheep know my voice”.  You can build institutions and organizations, even things that call themselves church can be built, but without the Word at their center – they wither and fade and don’t see the rising.
· The church of the 21st century is one that moves to the house

I don’t mean that as if all of us need to abandon buildings or that I’m placing any special seal of “holy ground” on where the church gathers.  What I mean by the church moving to the house is the same thing as the early church moving from the synagogue to the house.  If your religion only has meaning and bearing on your life at one particular time and place or if you only go to see and be seen in a social club – you are probably in that dead synagogue and not the church.  The church of the 21st century is lived in the house.  It is and becomes the church in our houses.  The Faith of the house spills over into service and love for the neighbor – including inviting that wounded stranger into the house.  Inviting them to the rising.
· The church of the 21st century is one dedicated to a purpose

One of the constant tricks of our adversary is to get churches to turn inward, to be self-satisfied.  We have the Word.  We have Christ right here.  We like where we are.  Jesus, don’t leave us.  Stay right here.  When a church turns inward like that, it needs to hear what Jesus says – “It is necessary for me also to preach the Kingdom of God to the surrounding cities.”  God is calling us to be dedicated to His purpose.  To follow His Spirit in preaching the Kingdom to those outside.  One of Jesus’ shocking sayings is let the dead bury their own dead.  God is calling his churches to engage this confusing and lost and struggling world.  His Spirit and Word are active right now.  The church of the 21st century will be dedicated to doing what is necessary – not to aligning the structure or parsing our District President seats.  The church of the 21st century, the one that the Lord will bless, will be dedicated to doing what is necessary - proclaiming Christ crucified for our benefit and inviting everyone to the rising.
Conclusion

I started with the idea of baptism and the biblical recognition of it as dying and rising.  What calls itself the church looks an awfully lot like the synagogue of today’s text.  That church is dead, but the church lives.  The church is called into existence by the Word, called back to life by God.  He’s done it before, and He will do it again.  What we need to decide on is our reaction.  Are we burying the dead, or are we moving to the house?
I’m not sure what everything looks like – and I’m sure we will have some good discussions – but we follow our Lord.  And His Spirit and His Word are calling us.  Amen.
