
”When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him 

to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff.” 

Those are sobering words for any preacher to begin a sermon, especially in a city with so many readily available cliffs. 

Anger is a powerful emotion. It gives energy, of a kind, an incendiary energy that begets more of itself. Anger generates 

anger. Like all energy anger can be productive, if channelled well, but can also be destructive and all consuming. The 

creative channelling of anger is an art. It can be very difficult to hear another persons’ anger without feeling anger 

ourselves, whether that be directed at them or the cause of their anger. Social media very often comprises of angry 

people reacting to their own interpretation of what others have said or written, shouting across their echo chambers 

with increasing rage, failing to recognise that the people they are shouting at are made in the image of God. 

Speaking of things that make us angry, I have to confess that the NRSV translation of the beginning of today’s gospel 

reading does make me a little angry. It gives the impression that Jesus’s sermon to his home crowd, which we heard last 

Sunday, was going really well, that his listeners were speaking well of him, and that then inexplicably, Jesus deliberately 

crashed it into the railings, gratuitously provoking a positive and receptive congregation into becoming hostile and 

angry. One minute they are speaking well of him, the next he is telling them that prophets are not welcome in their 

home town, and that he, like Elijah and Elisha before him, will go out to minister to outsiders rather than those in the in-

crowd. Even by my standards, that apparent about turn from Jesus is unnecessarily antagonistic.  

But this is where I think the translation lets us down a bit, and I become angry of Bristol. I hope you don’t mind indulging 

my inner nerd here for a moment or two, but I think this is important. In translating the Greek the NRSV have given a 

positive spin to the congregation’s initial reaction to the sermon.  “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the 

gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, ‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’” The impression here is of a proud home 

team, initially at least supporting their lad, before he blew it.  However, this impression hinges on two words that have 

been given a positive spin in the translation. These two words are capable both of more neutral, and indeed, negative 

connotations.  Emartyroun is translated as ‘speak well of’, and ethaumazon is translated as ‘amazed’. However, 

Emartyroun, which I may be pronouncing incorrectly, means testify to or witness to. It does not necessarily have 

positive connotations, and indeed in Matthew 23. 31 it is used negatively. And so with Euthamazon, it can translate as 

amaze, marvel or wonder, but it can also be translated as shocked or surprised. 

The NRSV has chosen to give a positive spin to the Nazareth congregation’s initial reaction to Jesus’ sermon, but it could 

also have been translated in more neutral, or indeed negative ways. We could have “All spoke about him and were 

surprised at the gracious words that came from his mouth.’  We could even have “All spoke against him and were 

shocked at the gracious words that came from his mouth.’ Either of these two translations would make more sense of 

Jesus’ negative reaction to the congregation’s response, and the following hostile situation, which escalated so quickly. 

Kenneth Bailey suggested that the whole sermon would have been hard for the Nazareth congregation to hear, given 

that Jesus interpreted the Isaiah text in manner that was at odds with their own interpretation. He therefore favours a 

more neutral or negative interpretation of their initial reaction, which in turn makes more sense of Jesus’s comments 

about Elisha and Elijah. Jesus didn’t say it just to wind them up into rejecting him. He said it because they were wound 

up and rejecting him. In the NRSV’s defence, neither Luke nor the congregation are here to clarify which translation is 

more accurate, but this illustrates an important point. Sometime we are called on to represent what others have said. It 

is very tempting when doing this to put our own spin on the retelling, indeed we are often unaware that we are doing it. 

As a cathedral congregation we are about to begin some potentially difficult conversations about human sexuality. 

During those conversations we will be asked to feedback the views of others. I believe it important that when we 

represent what others have said, we seek to do so empathetically and faithfully, avoiding our own spin whenever 

possible. When speaking for ourselves it is important that we do not seek to unnecessarily antagonise one another for 

the sheer hell of it, as The NRSV seems to imply Jesus did in Nazareth. Instead let’s strive to speak freely, honestly, 

compassionately, courageously and openly, with the intention of creating greater mutual understanding rather than 

division, always mindful that the person we are talking with is made in the image of God. We are not responsible for 

how others react to our words, but we are responsible for how we offer them. As we speak and as we listen, let’s be 

attentive to both the destructive and creative potential of anger, striving to use our own anger and the anger of others 

creatively and well, without being consumed by it. We won’t be driving one another off any cliffs. The onus here is on 

generosity of spirit, especially when an issue disproportionately affects others more than it affects ourselves.  Our world 

is full of anger and division, as people called to proclaim release for the oppressed, lets model how to handle it 

creatively, compassionately, and well. 


