Jesus Christ, Superstar?
Isaiah 53: 1-6

Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; and as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account.

Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.

Mark 6:1-6

Jesus  left that place and came to his hometown, and his disciples followed him. On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were astounded. They said, “Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands! Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” 

And they took offense at him. Then Jesus said to them, “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown, and among their own kin, and in their own house.” And he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them. And he was amazed at their unbelief.

Then he went about among the villages teaching.

Jesus Christ, Superstar? 

In the 1971 musical of the same name (though without the question mark) by Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber, the story of Jesus is told through the eyes of Judas Iscariot, Jesus’ betrayer. At the end of the musical, as Jesus is about to be crucified, the spirit of Judas (who had already committed suicide) questions Jesus’ way of doing things. He says to Jesus:

Every time I look at you I don't understand
Why you let the things you did get so out of your hand
You'd have managed better if you'd had it planned
Why'd you choose such a backward time and such a strange land?

When we read the story of Jesus being rejected in his hometown today in the Gospel of Mark, we might find sympathy with the Judas character. Why'd you choose such a backward time and such a strange land?
And if we look ahead a few weeks, to the cross, the ultimate rejection, we may find even more understanding. Why, Jesus? Why, when you could have been such a Superstar, were you born in a trough, raised as a carpenter’s apprentice, and executed so viciously?

Yet just before our Gospel reading, Jesus is indeed a so-called Superstar. He heals a man possessed by terrible demons, cures a woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years, and brings a dead child back to life.

But then he goes home. And as you may have heard said, “You can’t go home again.” That’s the title of a 1940 novel by Thomas Wolfe, whose home was Asheville, North Carolina. In the finale of that novel, the protagonist realizes:

You can't go back home to your family, back home to your childhood ... back home to a young man's dreams of glory and of fame ... back home to places in the country, back home to the old forms and systems of things which once seemed everlasting but which are changing all the time — back home to the escapes of Time and Memory.

You can’t go home again—but Jesus does. Listen to the story again, this time using Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase from The Message:

Jesus left there and returned to his hometown. His disciples came along. On the Sabbath, he gave a lecture in the meeting place. He made a real hit, impressing everyone. “We had no idea he was this good!” they said. “How did he get so wise all of a sudden, get such ability?” 
But in the next breath they were cutting him down: “He's just a carpenter—Mary's boy. We’ve known him since he was a kid. We know his brothers, James, Justus, Jude, and Simon, and his sisters. Who does he think he is?” They tripped over what little they knew about him and fell, sprawling. And they never got any further. 
Jesus told them, “A prophet has little honor in his hometown, among his relatives, on the streets he played in as a child.” 

Wouldn’t it have been fascinating to be in that room? Of course, it would be pretty cool to have been with Jesus in the flesh at any time during his 33 or so years on earth, but this scene seems so intriguing. 

From the account in Mark, Jesus’ hometown crowd seems to turn on a dime. One minute, they’re very impressed by the local boy made good, and the next they’re offended and scandalized by him. Luke’s version of the story has Jesus being a little more provocative to the crowd, but any way you look at it, Jesus is rejected by the people who helped raise him. 

I wonder what Jesus was feeling on this day? I know we can’t know for sure—the Bible doesn’t expand on what was going on in Jesus’ mind, but sometimes I like to imagine what Jesus might have been thinking.

Maybe Jesus was excited about going home. He had been on the road, doing so many amazing things, meeting so many people, working hard.  Maybe there was a sense of: “Boy, it will be good to be home, to see some familiar faces, to be around my hometown crowd.”
But it didn’t turn out very well. In Luke’s version, the hometown crowd gets so angry that they try to toss Jesus off a cliff!

Rejected—scorned—for no good reason. 
Maybe you have had an experience with rejection before? I have had more than I would like to recount, but I will recall one with you today. When I was in high school, I played sports—it was what a “Scott” did. Scott is my maiden name. We were athletes, we played sports, and we played them well!

I am the youngest of four and while my oldest sister Holly was more of a runner and did not have her name on the “sports wall of fame” at our high school, my brother Chuck and my sister Christy were “All Stars.”

Now I was an OK athlete, but didn’t quite get the blood (or discipline) of my brother and sister. To give you a sense of their ability, my brother played in the NFL for six seasons, and my sister tried out with the Olympic Volleyball team. 

They were good. When you walk into the gym of Lake Howell High School in Winter Park, Florida, to this day they hold records that are listed on the wall. Their names were everywhere and their popularity filled the place.

Without going into all the details, let’s just say that I did not live up to the family name when it came to athletics. I thought I let the whole family down, the whole school—I felt rejected and it was painful.
I’ve certainly had other rejections in my lifetime, and they have manifested themselves in a variety of ways. And I know I am not alone.

You may have experienced feeling rejected in high school too, or you may be feeling it later in life. The loss of a relationship, the loss of a job, the loss of a home, the loss of a position in a community organization—all these can all feel like terrible rejections. 
The amazing news is that we worship a God who empathizes with us in our rejection and disappointment. Jesus Christ was despised and rejected. He could have silenced that crowd in the synagogue. He didn’t have to walk the path of rejection and suffering, but he DID because he loves, you and me, and because in order for us to be in relationship with God, this was what had to happen. 
And so when we feel this way, we can know that we are not alone. We are in good company.
Finally, let’s return to those lines that the writers of Jesus Christ Superstar have the spirit of Judas Iscariot say to Jesus on the cross:

Every time I look at you I don't understand
Why you let the things you did get so out of your hand
You'd have managed better if you'd had it planned
Why'd you choose such a backward time and such a strange land?
Why would Jesus choose such a backward time and such a strange land as the Middle East in 30 A.D.?

Well, I would counter by asking, why would Jesus choose such a backward time and such a strange land as Richmond, Virginia in the year 2010? Because if this story means anything, it is not just history. It is now. 

The story of Jesus being rejected in his hometown is not just an anecdote. It is a story that lives on today. Fourteen groups in our church are meeting during lent and the Lenten Small Group study guide prepared by Rosalind Banbury we are using asks this important question: 

How has your understanding of God and Jesus changed over the years?  
Jesus’ hometown crowd had a hard time reconciling the boy that they had known with the teacher and healer he had become.  Think about the image of God or Jesus with which you grew up and the God or Jesus you encounter or seek now. 
And furthermore, which teachings of Jesus scandalize you? Which do you want to resist or reject? Here are just a few to consider:

· Pray for your enemies

· Return good for evil

· Forgive

· If someone has something against you, go and be reconciled

· Do not retaliate or seek revenge

· You cannot serve God and wealth.

· Don’t look for the wrong in others but examine your own behavior

· Include as part of the community the shunned, those “not acceptable”

· Give drink to the thirsty, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit those in prison

· Blessed are the peacemakers

· Practice humility, counting others as better than yourself, respecting all

· Do not deny that you are a follower of Christ

· You are blessed if you are rejected or persecuted because of following Christ
If we’re honest with ourselves, we might find that we may not be that far away from Jesus’ hometown crowd. As we continue this Lenten journey together, let us do our best, with God’s grace, to focus on Jesus, a Superstar for sure, but maybe not in the way we sometimes think.

I challenge us to pray for God’s help in our rejection and loss and to pay attention to how we reject and despise Christ in our daily living, giving thanks for Christ’s forgiveness and love. 

Amen

Mary Kay Collins
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