‘The Great Reversal’ – A Homily Introducing Luke’s Gospel

Yesterday was an amazing day for so many reasons. The Church came alive for our
Celebrating International Women’s Day with a colourful tapestry telling the stories of
refugee and migrant women from across the world, people playing table-tennis, a homemade loom, music playing, laughter and song. Here was a gathering of people society tries
to tell us is dangerous and threatening, people forced out into the margins, displaced and
dispossessed. But it was these women and men, gathered together by the International
Women’s Network, who brought such dignity, life and celebration into our church. With the
Archbishop of Canterbury as our guest in the middle of this, he simply said to me with a big
smile, “this is what the church should be doing, this is the movement of the Spirit in the
community.”
This Lent we are journeying together through Luke’s Gospel, a Gospel that speaks in
terms of a ‘great reversal’ in which the powerful are humbled and the lowly are lifted up, in
which the poor are to rejoice and the rich are to mourn, in which the Crucified One displays
the power and purpose of God and those with royal might are exposed as the sham that
they are.
In the first three chapters of the gospel, Luke sets the apparent boundaries of his
own story in ways that make sense to us: ‘In the days of King Herod of Judea’, ‘Now at this
time of Caesar Augustus’, ‘in the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar.’ In each case Luke draws
a map of events around figures of royal significance and power. This is just what we would
expect from an historian. But then comes the ‘great reversal’ as the story immediately turns
away from these royal and powerful figures to focus in upon some apparently insignificant
and edgy figures. Luke narrates a story of a childless, ageing couple, an unmarried mum, an
eccentric in the desert.
In all of this Luke is asking for us to make a shift in our perspective. The people he
focuses in upon, those who seem to have no claim or stake in the larger world, are precisely
the people in whom God's purposes are coming to pass. Indeed the whole story of Luke’s
Gospel is that of a world turned upside down, where the human map is constantly being

redrawn. Throughout his Gospel, Luke invites us to engage in a moment of alternative
imagination, to speak an alternative version of reality. He challenges us to see that another
way of life in the world is not only possible but necessary if we are ever to discern the life
and activity of God in our world. This is a bold and risky thing to assert, but in Luke it
becomes nothing less than an imperative.
So just what is this alternative narrative world that Luke conjures up for us? Well if
we take a moment to delve deeper into the resonances that we find in chapters 1 and 2,
perhaps we will begin to get a hint. Indeed Luke's infancy narratives evoke powerfully the
compelling alternative world of Torah and the Hebrew Scriptures. After the elegant Greek
of the prologue, the reader is plunged suddenly into the world of Judges and Ruth.
Gabriel's annunciation to Mary recalls the annunciation to Manoah and his barren wife in
Judges in which ‘the angel of the Lord appeared to the woman and said to her, “Although
you are barren, having borne no children, you shall conceive and bear a son,”’ and the
prophecy of 2 Samuel in which David’s offspring will be raised up forever. Mary’s canticle of
praise echoes that of Hannah in the Royal books of Samuel, in which she exclaims that ‘the
bows of the mighty have been broken, but the feeble gird on strength.’ A ‘great reversal’
indeed!
But more than this. Luke portrays Jesus coming amongst those frozen in narratives
of anxiety and alienation and actually performing this new radical story of God’s coming
into his world. He calls, heals, forgives, teaches, empowers and feeds. In his constant
clashing with the political and social establishment, in his ironic and parabolic stories of
loss, humiliation and welcome, and in his local encounters with people, Jesus is constantly
subversive. Time and again it is the weak, despised and unwelcome who find themselves
most welcome (we need only think about the sinful woman of chapter 7 becoming the
focus of attention in a room full of men, or the greedy Roman collaborator Zacchaeus being
called down from the tree in order to host one of Jesus' famous parties). Always Jesus
places himself with those whose language does not count and whose perspectives are not
included.
At his trial Jesus is asked by the council to tell them if he is the Messiah. ‘If I tell

you,’ he replies, ‘you will not believe me, and if I question you, you will not answer.’ Jesus
here places himself with just the sort of people to whom the kingdom of God belongs, the
voiceless and the powerless. Here he has no stake in the world, no way to influence it,
nothing to manipulate or control. Those in power in the world will continue to dominate
and do violence, but strangely they will never be able to coerce or contain the subversive
mystery which is the kingdom of God. Those who are broken, alienated or disenfranchised
by its workings are precisely those in whom God is at work. It should come as no surprise
to us that the prophet who comes to herald a new reality in which the poor and
disenfranchised are blessed by God and the rich and the powerful are judged should find
himself rejected and murdered by those very same rich and powerful.
Finally the rejected Prophet is the One vindicated by God through resurrection. And
yet again it is the wrong kind of people who see the significance of all of this. On the first
day of the week at early dawn, it is the women who find themselves at the tomb, the stone
rolled away with two angelic figures sitting at the entrance. Jesus is not among the dead
but with the living, they say, and the women’s terror is transformed into joy. But even as
they return praising God, the male apostles cannot bring themselves to believe this
marginal and minority report, believing it all to be but ‘an idle tale.’ Throughout his Gospel,
Luke asks us to become witnesses of this ‘Great Reversal,’ challenging us to look again at
our world and see where God might be at work: among the elderly and the hopeless, the
powerless and the dispossessed, the crucified and the broken. Amongst such as these is the
power and significance of the kingdom of God.

