20251026 Luke 4.16-24 Bible Sunday What’s your story?
Today is Bible Sunday. 
You may be wondering why...after all, isn’t every Sunday a bible Sunday? Well, yes, and today is in the calendar to specifically focus on the bible, and what it truly is. 
As clergy, we can’t help but collect bibles. When ordained as a deacon, you receive a bible, well in the case of St Albans diocese, the New Testament and Psalms, then when ordained as a priest, you guessed it, you receive a bible. Because this is our book, our manual and map. 
It always amuses me when I have my annual meeting with my accountant to go through my splendid Excell spreadsheet of whatever I can legitimately claim against my tax, one item I am able to buy and put against my tax is a bible. I could buy a new bible every year, because like at ordination, for clergy it is the one thing we definitely need. 
It is worth remembering at this stage that it isn’t one book. It is a collection of books, bound together, as if we carried an entire bookshelf around with us, within these covers. It contains books of history, poetry and songs, prophecy, letters and of course, the gospels, ‘the good news of Jesus Christ.’
In its pages, we find out who we are within the story of God. 
When Jesus opened up the great story of scripture in the Nazareth synagogue, the announcement of fulfilment of Isaiah’s words, Jesus finds and tells his story, he identifies himself as the one who would both establish and declare God’s good news for all who knew the burdens of material and spiritual poverty. [footnoteRef:1] He sets out his stall, this is the messianic manifesto for his ministry.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  The Canterbury’s Preacher’s Companion 2025, Claire Jones p.256]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

All eyes are on him. 
Other people’s expectations can be burdensome and in themselves, create a false narrative. 
In a Lyndhurst churchyard is a family grave, interred within are the ashes of Alice Hargreaves. Married to Reginald, a society heiress and was the first president of Emery Down Women’s Institute, a mother of 3 sons, two of which tragically died in active service during the first world war. 
We all know Alice Hargreaves, nee Liddell as the curious girl who inspired Lewis Carroll, Alice of the Adventures in Wonderland. It is a moment of communal recognition, as we recall the images around the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party, ‘off with her head!’ demanded by the Queen of Hearts, the Cheshire cat and more.
However, Alice found being the original storybook Alice something of a burden. [footnoteRef:3] To go through your life with a narrative that is far from the whole picture and against the grain of other people’s expectations.  [3:  https://www.newforestnpa.gov.uk/discover/history-culture/famous-forest-folk/alice-liddell-alice-wonderland-inspiration/] 

In the Nazareth synagogue, all eyes on Jesus, is this not Joseph’s son? Again, the weight of other people’s expectations. But this crowd are realising what good news this could be for them! They would ask for miracles and signs that put Nazareth on the map as they want their needs met, after all, surely healing begins at home, right? [footnoteRef:4]  [4:  The Canterbury’s Preacher’s Companion 2025, Claire Jones p.256] 

We don’t have look too far to notice how tempting it is to use Jesus for our own agendas, whether on a political spectrum, whether our aims are altruistic or self-interested, local or global, we risk making the story all about us, rather than all about him. He is not our sidekick, a genie to grant us three wishes. Jesus is the protagonist of the one great story of God and humanity. 
Scriptures reveal to great story of creation, of God’s infinite greatness, of our being, through the voices of the different authors in different times and places, the cumulative testimony and overarching narrative of God, his creation, people, all of us, our alienation, into which God continually comes to find us and welcome us home. It is belonging. 
As he rolls up the scroll and hands it back, Jesus says it all points to him. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid. p.257] 

Scripture shaped his life; it can shape our lives; it can transform our attitudes and interests. It is the revelation of God himself, the father who will through off all dignity, hitch up his skirts to run and embrace his lost son. It is all about being with God, being with the source of all love and power, and this we revealed for us in Jesus. Every action and teaching in Luke’s gospel records reflect Jesus proclaiming the Kingdom of God. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Canterbury’s Preacher’s Companion 2022, Sandra Millar, p.257] 

We may not be directly in the pages of the bible, none of us are quite that old, but we are still part of the narrative and scripture can help us to navigate who we are within this great story. 
We might have grown up learning memory verses or what we learned as children, this can be helpful and fortifying, but maybe today on Bible Sunday, consider your narrative within this immense story and the impact it has in God’s overarching narrative.
Jesus could identify himself as the one to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, the one Isaiah was writing about. This was his identity for his mission. 
What or who do you identify with? 
Are you a Shiphrah one of the midwives to Moses’ mother, going against authority to do what is morally right, putting yourself in mortal danger?[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Exodus 2] 

Are you a Jonah, doing everything you can to run away from God, and once you’ve done what God asks you, get cheesed off with him because of his mercy to others?[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jonah 1.1-4, 4.1] 

Are you a Noah, compelled to work on a project everyone else thinks ridiculous?[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Genesis 6] 

Are you an Abraham, attempting to remain faithful but also taking God’s purposes into your own hands because he still hasn’t completed his promise to you[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Genesis 15, 16] 

Are you a Lydia, a prayerful worshipper of God whose home and business supported a mission. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Acts 16.14-16] 

Or are you a Joseph, a man a bit on the sidelines, his partner overcome by the Holy Spirit, and faithfully supporting her, whilst seemingly not having much other involvement. An important bit-part. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Matthew 1] 

Or what passages can help your personal narrative? 
Is it recognising the years the locusts have eaten? Years of your life that were ravaged and bare? [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Joel 2. 25] 

Is it the promise of life and restoration on viewing the valley of dry bones? [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ezekiel 37] 

Or hearing the words, you are wonderfully and fearfully made. You are not unworthy of love, you are not a disappointment, you are wonderfully made. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Psalm 139:14] 

Or hearing the words, ‘Son, you are always with me and all that is mine is yours’ and realising the wasted time and energy driven by jealousy towards your wayward brother. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Luke 15. 11-32] 

Like Alice Hargreaves, we could be forced into living a narrative that is not who we are, maybe shaped by circumstances from years ago. 
The Bible offers us opportunity to seek and find, to encounter ourselves within God’s great narrative to learn our true identity. 
We all have a part in this great story of love, forgiveness, redemption and life. Life that is a gift to us, hope in Jesus as the beginning and the end. 
Is it time to look again, to be curiouser and curiouser at reading our bibles and let the scales fall from our eyes and see a new future we hadn’t thought possible, because it’s the one God is writing, not us.
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