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Who fascinated us in such a way that we have this farewell look in everything we do? This is part of Rilke's
poetry. Rilke was an Austrian poet at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century.
Who fascinated us in such a way that we have this farewell look in everything we do?

The first part of the Gospel reading this morning reminded me of this poem because it pin points the tension
between recognition and denial; between what we are and what we don't want to be any longer; the denials of
our own identity, the strangeness of our own voice, the farewells we say to ourselves. In the story we read,
Jesus goes to his hometown. He teaches in the synagogue; the same synagogue in which he was taught as a
child, as an adolescent, as a young person. His brothers and sisters live there; his parents also; they are known
by their names. There is such a deep sense of familiarity in this story!

And I believe familiarity is the exact reason for the people's response to Jesus. People recognized Jesus'
wisdom and power, and at the same time they 'took offense at him'. He was one of them; they acknowledged
his belonging to the community, but simultaneously he became a stranger. Why?

The people of Jesus' hometown, as well as us, are contradictory people. Contradiction is not necessarily bad. It
is the tension of knowing and suspecting that our knowledge is not all correct or complete. Contradiction
keeps us learning. It is the tension between having certainties and suspecting that they don't respond to the
complexity of life. That tension keeps us searching. The tension of opposing our own behaviors,
understandings, actions creates for us the opportunity to grow. Contradiction means having a 'counter', an
'against' perspective. To be contradictory is to hold within ourselves our own opposite. As I said before, this is
not necessarily bad. When this 'tension' helps us to develop, pushes us forward, it is positive. When it
paralyzes us, it is not. Therefore, it is very important for us to be aware of our contradictions, the way they
affect us, and to always look for a balance so we are not immobilized by them. To deny our contractions is not
an acceptable way of dealing with them. But, isn't that precisely what we do?

And why do we do that? Because we fear the contradictions. We fear them because they remind us of how
divided we are within ourselves, and as humanity. They remind us that the wholeness we long for is not
always reachable; we have to work hard in order to experience it.

Perhaps, the people of Nazareth saw in Jesus the contradiction of their own values, culture, religious
understandings, and expectations about the future. They heard in him a voice that was not recognizable,
although it might have made sense. He was seen as a foreigner, and at the same time, they knew his name, his
family, his history, his house, his home. They might have said to one another, "He doesn't belong here, but
still, he has our face."

Would Jesus have 'gotten all this' (to use the words of the text) by being abroad? Would his wisdom,
knowledge, power, perspective, be really foreign to his people? Would his way of speaking and looking at
others be really unfamiliar? Would his religious sensibility be so different from the prophets from the past and
perhaps the rabbi who taught him when he was a teenager? Wouldn't Jesus have learned some of his ethics
and compassion from his own family or his neighbors? Would Jesus be absolutely innovative that nothing in
him was rooted in his hometown?

How much like foreigners can we be in our own place? I believe we all have answers to this question here in
this church. Last time I visited my family in Tupi Paulista, the small city where I was born, I was talking to
my sister at the supermarket and suddenly a guy stopped in front of us, put his hands on his hip and said: you
are not from here, are you? It is right. Besides my accent, there are many differences between me and the
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people of my hometown, between me and my family. But at the same time, there are also similarities. I had a
long conversation with one of our neighbors one day about religion, God, life, and although my views differed
largely from his, he was so glad to have had the opportunity to hear new concepts, that now he would read
more and have 'a flock of ideas to think about', he said. Then I thought, 'I must have learned that openness is a
good value, right here!'

Can you remember one or two values you learned in your hometown that still remains in you?

How much like foreigners can we be in our own place? The people of Nazareth were struggling between
recognition and denial. They recognized who Jesus had become, but they denied that he had anything to do
with them. They took offense at him. Why? Why do we take offense at that which we don't recognize as ours?

We want to be protected by what we know, the way we sound, our common agreement about what is right and
wrong, good and bad, acceptable and not acceptable. We want to be sheltered by the values we believe are
good for us and for our community. We want to shield what we have achieved as a person, as society. We
want to safeguard our culture, our way of dressing, eating, dancing, loving. We want to be done! And in order
to be done, we often deny what we might become. But the problem is, we are never done; we are always in
the process of becoming; we are always saying farewell to ourselves.

To not recognize this is like building a house on an empty foundation; it is to dance the right dance to the
wrong music; it is to struggle without the appropriate means; it is to mistake contradictions with evil; it is to
sing the right song to the wrong melody. To not recognize this is to miss the point.

Here in Geneva few of us are living in our hometown. What are we holding onto tightly that Jesus would have
us let go? Or what did we let go to accommodate to Geneva that Jesus would have us hold on to?

In Jesus we have the chance to revert fears and denials to an open and truthful way of living our lives, being
who we are in our own place, and most importantly, becoming who we will be. In Jesus we find an answer to
Rilke's question: Who fascinated us in such a way that we have this farewell look in everything we do?
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