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There is a clearly ridiculous, absurdist scene in the 2004 movie comedy 
Anchorman that begins with a petty one-upsmanship type of argument 
between rival news teams—but it turns into literal a street brawl with brass 
knuckle fist fights and baseball bats and swords and maces and bullwhips 
and tridents, a murderous medieval melee in the streets of current day Los 
Angeles.  The scene is thoroughly over-the-top, with cartoon violence that 
is wholly out of proportion to what went before.   
 
Afterward, Ron Burgundy, a news anchor played by Will Ferrell observes 
with dismayed understatement, “Boy.  That escalated quickly.  I mean that 
really got out of hand fast.”  
The humor, in the movie (such as it is) is born of the fact that Burgundy’s 
statement, “That escalated quickly,” doesn’t BEGIN to describe how fast or 
how far events spun out of control. 
  
That single line has entered popular culture as a way of describing a 
situation that moves from zero to sixty—from microscopic to gigantic--from 
under control to out of control—in seconds. 
 
If you Google “That escalated quickly,” you will come up with humorous 
images like these: a washing machine that seems to offer two load sizes, 
Small and Extra-Large; or a Bisquick box that gives recipe proportions for 
either fourteen pancakes to feed your family of four, or 132 pancakes to 
feed a gathering of forty, with not a bit of middle ground in between. 
 
“That escalated quickly” has come to describe a situation of “How did we 
absurdly leap from here to there, how did things get out of hand so 
rapidly?”  And “That escalated quickly” is a perfect description of the scene 
in our passage from Luke for today.  It is Jesus’ first time teaching in his 
hometown synagogue in Nazareth.  Luke describes the scene for us: He 
stood up to read and was given the scroll. He read from the prophet Isaiah, 
rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down to teach.  He 
uttered his first words, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing.” 
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And 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?”  People are 
happy, they’re smiling, they’re cheering, they’re high fiving and chest 
bumping each other the way that folks do during sermons.  That’s verse 22.   
 
And then we get to verse 28, just three or four sentences later: “When they 
heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage.  They got up, drove 
him out of 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.” 
WHAT IN THE WORLD JUST HAPPENED THERE, I mean that got out of 
hand REALLY FAST! 
 
The only comparable move from approbation to condemnation that I can 
think of—is the move from Palm Sunday to good Friday, from “Hosannah” 
to “Crucify him!” 
What is it about Jesus proclamation of the kingdom of God that moves folks 
to such outrage and rejection? 
 
Well, let’s turn back to our scripture lesson for some clues.  The problem 
clearly doesn’t reside in the text from Isaiah— “The Spirit of the Lord has 
anointed me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the 
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  Jesus reads that passage, and all 
eyes in the synagogue were fixed on him, Luke tells us.  He has their full 
attention. 
 
And it doesn’t reside in Jesus’ announcement that the Isaiah passage finds 
its present fulfillment in him, that the Kingdom of God is at hand, near 
enough to touch.  People are backslapping and high-fiving at that point, 
remember?  They’re delighted that the kingdom is nigh. 
 
It is when Jesus comes to what that MEANS.  Ah, there’s the rub.   
 
The great preacher Fred Craddock notes that Luke treats this episode 
differently and more thoroughly than do Matthew and Mark.  For Matthew 
and Mark, the Nazareth visit comes later in Jesus’ ministry, and those 
writers leave out many of the details that Luke offers.   
 



 3 

Here, it is important for us to understand that the gospels do not attempt to 
be historical or chronological accounts, per se—rather, each individual 
gospel writer is selecting events or stories from an existing oral tradition 
and arranging them into a written narrative to tell who Jesus is.  The writers 
choose what story to tell and in what order, to paint their picture, each in 
their own way, of Jesus as the messiah. Thus, we note, in an extreme 
example, that Matthew, Mark, and Luke place the cleansing of the temple 
and the driving out of the money changers at the end of Jesus ministry, 
while John places it at the beginning.  The telling can be that different, 
because the gospels are not written as HISTORY but as TESTIMONY. 
 
So, understanding that, we can turn back to Fred Craddock, who observes, 
“Luke places the Nazareth visit first, because it is first, not chronologically 
but programmatically.  That is to say that this event announces [for Luke] 
who Jesus is, of what his ministry consists, what his church will be and do, 
and what will be the response to both Jesus and the church.”  
 
In Luke’s gospel, we might think of Jesus’ teaching as serving like a 
commencement speech.  Commencement speeches, as we know, occur at 
graduations, or transition times.  They thus serve less as conclusions, or 
culminations, or capstones, and more as beginnings, or embarkations or 
cornerstones.  In a commencement speech, the speaker points the way of 
the assembly toward what is to come.  That is why we use the term 
“commencement” which means, “beginning.”  The past is but prologue, and 
the future is present and at hand. 
 
So, if we think of Jesus sermon as a commencement speech, what causes 
things to escalate so quickly? 
 
We may presume it is because Jesus did not tell them what they wanted to 
hear, did not paint a picture of the future that they liked—at all. 
 

And as I was thinking about that, my mind flashed to an actual 
commencement speech that was given in 2012 at Wellesley High School in 
Wellesley, Massachusetts by English teacher David McCullough.  It was, 
well, if you can imagine, a high school commencement speech that made 
headlines, memorable enough that YOU may remember it. 
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In the speech, McCullough stood before the assembled graduates and he 
said to them: “You are not special.  You are not exceptional. 

            Contrary to what your u9 soccer trophy suggests, your glowing 
seventh grade report card, despite every assurance of a certain corpulent 
purple dinosaur, that nice Mister Rogers and your batty Aunt Sylvia, no 
matter how often your maternal caped crusader has swooped in to save 
you… you’re nothing special.  

            Yes, you’ve been pampered, cosseted, doted upon, helmeted, 
bubble-wrapped.  Yes, capable adults with other things to do have held 
you, kissed you, fed you, wiped your mouth, wiped your bottom, trained 
you, taught you, tutored you, coached you, listened to you, counseled you, 
encouraged you, consoled you and encouraged you again.  You’ve been 
nudged, cajoled, wheedled and implored.  You’ve been feted and fawned 
over and called sweetie pie.  Yes, you have.  And, certainly, we’ve been to 
your games, your plays, your recitals, your science fairs.  Absolutely, 
smiles ignite when you walk into a room, and hundreds gasp with delight at 
your every tweet.         
 
But do not get the idea you’re anything special.  Because you’re not. 
 
Across the country no fewer than 3.2 million seniors are graduating about 
now from more than 37,000 high schools.  That’s 37,000 valedictorians… 
37,000 class presidents… 92,000 harmonizing altos… 340,000 swaggering 
jocks… But why limit ourselves to high school?  After all, you’re leaving 
it.  So, think about this: even if you’re one in a million, on a planet of 6.8 
billion that means there are nearly 7,000 people just like you.  Imagine 
standing somewhere over there on Washington Street on Marathon 
Monday (he’s speaking of the Boston Marathon) and watching sixty-eight 
hundred yous go running by.  And consider for a moment the bigger 
picture: your planet, I’ll remind you, is not the center of its solar system, 
your solar system is not the center of its galaxy, your galaxy is not the 
center of the universe.  In fact, astrophysicists assure us the universe has 
no center; therefore, you cannot be it.  
 
You are not special. 
 
Can the offense be that simple?  That Jesus has just told God’s chosen 
people that being chosen does not make them special, that he is the 
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messiah, but not uniquely THEIR messiah, that they don’t get backstage 
kingdom passes, and that the kingdom may not look like what they imagine 
it will?   
 
You see, the people of Israel had experienced a LONG losing streak.  
Under King David and King Solomon, Israel had known unparalleled wealth 
and power and influence.  But those days were now long gone.  Israel had 
for 1000 years known only decline, exile and the threat of foreign powers.  
Their lands, THEIR lands—had been taken by gentiles who had moved in 
from places like Zarephath and Damascus. 
 
The popular expectation was for a Messiah who would, if you will pardon 
the term, make Israel great again.  Turn the tables, put Israel back on top. 
 
And the agenda that Jesus puts forth, his description of the kingdom, does 
not match their political or economic goals.  He has no interest in Israel’s 
greatness. Only in her faithfulness, only in her full humanity.  And in the 
kingdom as Jesus presents it, no one can be fully human until all are 
received as fully human. Because if I dehumanize you, it dehumanizes me. 
What Jesus has said to them is, “I have not come to restore Israel’s Empire 
but to bring good news to all who have suffered at the hands of empires 
anywhere, regardless of nationality, despite race, immaterial of gender.” 
 
It is a kingdom that exchanges patriotism for compassion, nationalism for 
neighborliness, that sees privilege as something to be shared, not 
something to be grasped or hoarded.   
It is outrageously freeing news—but the people of Nazareth are outraged 
by it.  They want the good news of George Orwell’s Animal Farm:  All 
animals are equal but some animals are more equal than others. 
 
Jesus does not preach at or condemn the people of Nazareth—essentially 
what he says is, there’s enough of God for everyone.  And in the end, 
because the people of Nazareth are not open to the prospect of others 
sharing in God’s bountiful deliverance, they miss out on it.   
 
David McCullough’s commencement speech to the graduates at Wellesley 
High was not to browbeat them, but to help them see—you aren’t special 
because of your status, your accomplishments, your achievements, you 
aren’t special because you are more deserving than anyone else—you’re 
not. But you can live a special life.  That will be measured by how you treat 
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the people around you, by how you celebrate and share life’s gifts.  You 
can only be special by recognizing everyone as special.  You can only be 
free if you work for everyone’s freedom. 
 
Jesus offers a similar kingdom commencement message to the people of 
Nazareth—and to us.  The salvation of one is bound up in the salvation of 
all.   
 
And the good news is, the moment we even BEGIN to get that, the moment 
we give the kingdom an inch—it takes a mile.  Jesus taught his followers—
those who would listen to him: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard 
seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds 
on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all 
shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that all the birds of the air can 
make nests in its shade. 
 
Well—that escalated quickly.  Thanks be to God. 
 
 

 

  


