
Disruptive grace  
 

     When [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the 

sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to 

him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

      because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

 He has sent me 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.” 

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the 

synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 

your hearing.”  

     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?” He said to them, “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure 

yourself!’ And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at 

Capernaum.’” And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown. But the 
truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three 

years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet Elijah was sent to none of 

them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the 

prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.”  

     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. But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. 

           Luke 4:16-30   

 

 Ruby Turpin is one of my favorite characters, in one of my favorite stories, by one of my 

favorite authors.  She is the invention of Flannery O’Connor, and is brought to life in a story 

called “Revelation,” published just months before the author’s death in 1964. 

 Ruby is a middle-aged, middle class, wife of a farmer, from rural Georgia, and as the 

story begins she is sitting in a doctor’s small and crowded waiting room with her husband and a 

half dozen or so patients.  She is minding her own business.  Well, not really.  She is minding 

the business of everyone around her.  She spends a large part of her time sizing up the world 

around her according to a ranking system of her own making, figuring out where the people she 

comes into contact with fit in her hierarchy.  Just by looking at people, the way they dress, the 

condition of their skin, whether or not they share her sunny disposition, she can immediately 

place them in their proper compartment.  The narrator of the story says that “sometimes Mrs. 

Turpin occupied herself at night naming the classes of people.  On the bottom of the heap were 

most colored people, not the kind she would have been if she had been one, but most of them; 

then next to them—not above, just away from—were what she labels “white-trash;” then 

above them were the home-owners, and above them the home-and-land owners, to which she 

and [her husband] Claud belonged.”   

As she sits in the waiting room, she engages in an imaginary conversation with Jesus, 

who agrees with her on so many things, and she is thanking him for making her the decent, 

cheerful, good Christian woman that she is, when out of nowhere she is hit between the eyes 

by a book, hurled across the waiting room by a surly 18-year-old girl who has had just about 



enough of Ruby Turpin and her sunny disposition.  Mrs. Turpin later confronts this girl and asks 

if she has anything to say to her, expecting an apology.  Instead, the girl, who sees through the 

manners and goodness of people like Mrs. Turpin, calls her a wart hog and tells her to go back 

to hell where she came from.  Believing this to be some kind of revelation, some kind of 

message from God, Mrs. Turpin is thrown for a loop.   

 The girl’s name is Mary Grace. And her name is not just accidental.  Flannery O’Connor 

has said that all good stories are about how a character is changed.  And her stories are 

particularly about how “the action of grace changes a character.”  In responding to criticism 

that her stories are too violent and her characters grotesque, she says, “Part of the difficulty of 

all this is that you write for an audience who doesn’t know what grace is and don’t recognize it 

when they see it.  All my stories are about the action of grace on a character who is not very 

willing to support it, but most people think of these stories as hard, hopeless, [and] brutal.” 

 What she is saying is that our experience of the grace of God is not always the 

comforting, affirming, warm fuzzy we were hoping for; that sometimes it is a disruptive 

experience.  Sometimes grace hits us between the eyes and throws us for a loop.   

 Jesus goes to his hometown and preaches for the first time, at least as Luke documents 
it.  And the first thing we notice is that he takes up the scroll of Isaiah, he begins with Scripture 

and is grounded in tradition.  And the second thing we notice is that, at first, it all goes well, and 

everyone is proud of the hometown boy.  But then things start to go sour in a hurry.  And it is 

not exactly clear just what it was that precipitated this sudden change from singing “for he’s a 

jolly good fellow” to riding him out town on a rail and looking for a cliff to throw him over.   

 Something happens between their enthusiasm over his grace-filled words and their rage 

at his very presence in the synagogue.  And I think it has to do with their expectations of what 

the grace-filled words of Jesus should be about.  Like Ruby Turpin, they always assumed that 

God was in agreement with them on matters of importance.  In this case, they are starting from 

a point of view they had probably held for a long time and had become quite comfortable with.  

It was the view that the hometown boy should look out for his own people first, that charity 

begins at home.  They are working from the assumption that he has obligations to his 

immediate neighbors in Nazareth and to his family, and that he should put their needs above 

and before those of outsiders.  It wasn’t just “doctor, heal yourself;” it was more like “doctor, 

treat your own people first.” 

 And he only makes matters worse when he begins to cite examples from their own 

traditions, about how Elijah gave preferential treatment to a widow from Sidon, and Elisha 

treats a leper from Syria.  He begins to tell them that the grace of God is a wide net that is cast 

broadly and is not reserved just for those who, because of their tribe or their clan or their 

heritage, somehow deserve it.   

 When Jesus says that a prophet is unlikely to be well received in his own home town or 

clan or family—it may mean that the very nature of a prophet is to disrupt these in-group 

loyalties and point to a larger, more generous, more inclusive grace of God. 

 It turns out that for all their admiration of the grace-filled words of Jesus, the people of 

Nazareth didn’t really want grace at all; at least not in the way Jesus embodies it.  What they 

wanted was a God who agrees with their long-held convictions, who affirms their points of 

view, who makes them feel good about themselves without any need for disruptive change.   

 There is an old saying that the gospel is meant to comfort the afflicted and afflict the 

comfortable.  We see something of that going on in Nazareth, and it is not just about material 

comfort.  Sometimes find it hard to accept a gospel and a grace that works to dislodge and 



disrupt our settled conclusions about the way things are and the way thing should be.  And 

while we may not go so far as to throw preachers over the cliff, I think we can be like the 

people of Nazareth, resisting any suggestion that our deeply-held convictions be called into 

question.   We can get quite comfortable with our thinking on poverty or immigration or guns 

or health care or style of worship or missions or any number of important matters—and we 

don’t like it when we are confronted with gospel values that threaten to change the way we see 

things.  We are not comfortable with disruptive grace. 

When Ruby Turpin returns home from the ordeal she has gone through at the doctor’s 

office, we find her out by the hog pen, wrestling with this dark revelation.  She reacts like the 

Nazareth crowd with anger and rage, shaking her fist in God’s face and demanding to know why 

she should receive this painful, disturbing revelation about herself.  The only response she 

receives is a mysterious vision.  O’Connor writes that Ruby looks up to see a purple streak of 

light across the evening sky, and that soon this streak appeared as  
 

a vast swinging bridge extending upward from the earth through a field of living fire.  Upon it a 

vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven.  There were whole companies of white-trash, 

clean for the first time in their lives, and bands of black [folks] in white robes, and battalions of 

freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs.  And  bringing up the end of the 

procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself and 

Claud, had always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right.  She leaned 

forward to observe them closer.  They were marching behind the others with great dignity, 

accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior. 

They alone were on key.  Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their 

virtues were being burned away. (Flannery O’Connor, Collected Works, 654). 
 

It is important to note that what Ruby experiences, both in her ordeal in the waiting room 

and in this vision that she receives—what Ruby experiences is a gift of grace, a disruptive grace.  
And it is important to note that for Ruby, as well as for the people of Nazareth, and as well as 

for us, this disruption, this discomfort is not punitive or vengeful.  It is not about getting what 

we miserable sinners deserve.  Quite the opposite—it is about the necessary change that 

comes from getting what we did not deserve through our tribal associations, our respectable 

behavior, our social privilege.   

In Nazareth, Jesus doesn’t take a no-till approach.  He is determined to break through the 

surface and turn our soil in order to open up a place for the seeds of grace that God wants to 

plant in us.  Like Jeremiah discovers, in order to plant and build up, there may be some things in 

our lives and in our congregation and in our communities that need to be torn down, some 

long-held, comfortable ways of thinking that need to be uprooted. 

May we receive the gift of disruptive grace with gratitude. 
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