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4th Sunday After Epiphany C - February 3, 2019 
Otherwise 
Church of Our Savior, Chicago 
 
Has anyone here seen the animated movie, Shark Tale?  The star of the picture 

is a great white shark named Lenny … who happens to be a vegetarian.  Lenny 

has a “normal,” meat-eating brother named Frankie, and a bloodthirsty father, 

Lino, who is also the boss of the local shark Mafiosi.  Needless to say, Lenny is a 

huge embarrassment to his family and to all the other members of the shark 

mob.  Tragically, in the movie, his brother Frankie is killed one day by a stray 

anchor and Lenny is faced with the impossible task of being the only one in the 

family who is left to live up to his father’s expectations.  So Lenny escapes to a 

neighboring reef where the other fish are initially terrified of him, but when they 

discover his gentle nature, they all become friends and execute a successful plan 

to ward off the attacks of Lenny’s meat-eating relatives.  You’ll be glad to know 

that there’s a happy ending.  Boss Lino eventually comes to accept his 

vegetarian son (who likes to dress up like a dolphin) he tells him that he loves 

him just the way he is and he even manages to find him a job at the local swim-

by whale wash. 

 

Well, the folks at DreamWorks are not particularly subtle.  The message of the 

movie is a familiar one, and not a bad idea at all.  It’s about diversity and 

tolerance.  It’s an example of what so many religious people seem to believe is 

an elite plot to corrupt us all into accepting things like marriage equality and 

global warming.  The movie is an example of what many others of us see simply 
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as good civic practice, a gratifying inaugural address, the richness of a diverse 

society, "We’re all different and that’s OK.”  Some of us believe that's just what 

God’s vision for the church and the world is. 

 

Well, I don’t want to turn Shark Tale into a major theological treatise, but I do 

want to contrast it with another, just slightly more elevated work of fiction, 

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice.  In that play, Shylock rails against the 

good Christian citizens of Venice for their blind prejudices.  In his famous speech 

he says, “Hath not a Jew eyes … (the same) hands, organs … affections, 

passions …. as a Christian?  If you prick us do we not bleed?  If you poison us 

do we not die?  And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?”   

 

Now if Disney were making a movie out of this, I suspect it would be sweetened 

up to turn out pretty much like Shark Tale.  Shylock’s argument would be one for 

acceptance of our differences and he’d get made into an unlikely hero, saving the 

Doge’s life or something.  But in fact, Shakespeare has him making almost the 

opposite point.  What Shylock says again and again to the Venetians is not that 

he is different from them and that they should just accept him anyway, but that 

they are all exactly the same: good, bad, and indifferent.  It’s the Venetians who 

project onto Shylock and his tiny difference from themselves everything that is 

darkest in their own world of greed and anxiety.*    

 
It’s what we usually do.  Human beings have a knack for creating communities by 

making up differences in someone else and then turning them into victims.  It’s 
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been the murderous logic of our race: Our tribe against your tribe.  We can be 

safe only if you are not.  We can be right only if you are wrong.  We can be holy, 

we can be right with God, only if you are on the outside looking in.  And we don’t 

have to look too far, do we, to see the disasters that result from deciding that 

God is on our side alone.   

 
In today’s gospel reading Jesus comes home.  The folks in Nazareth were ready 

to be proud of their local boy making good.  They’d heard the stories, the 

miracles, the crowds coming to hear him preach.  But they were not prepared for 

the kind of preaching they heard there that day.  He’s in the parish where he 

grew up, they hand him the scroll and he picks that reading from Isaiah that tells 

us that God’s project is healing the sick and giving sight to the blind and setting 

prisoners free.  So far so good.  Who could argue with that?  Isn’t that what 

religion is all about, comfort and joy?  Well Jesus blows the lid off their religion.  

He reminds them of how in a time of terrible famine God sent relief alright, but 

not to the insiders, not to Israel – God sent it to a foreign woman, maybe even a 

heathen.  In a time when there were many people with the scourge of leprosy, 

God cured only Naaman, not an Israelite, not a believer, not a member of the 

chosen people, but a Syrian.   

 

God, in other words, is not interested in religion.  God is not interested in 

religious definitions of who’s in and who’s out, who’s pure and who’s not.  God is 

not concerned with our differences.  God is passionately, deeply, intimately 

interested in our sameness, the things that make us human beings in the first 
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place.  And God demonstrates it by going first to those who have been told they 

are outsiders, something less than fully human, sinners, perverts, heretics, not 

our kind.  Their pain, their bleeding, their need, their hurts and heartaches and 

fears and joys and sorrows and sins have God’s full attention.  Their needs, their 

lives, says Jesus, are no different than ours.  We are the same.  As I like to say, 

Jesus demonstrates that God has the most appalling taste. 

 

The response to this in Nazareth was outrage.  They tried to throw Jesus off a 

cliff.  Who wouldn’t?  If God’s love is that indiscriminate, religion loses its power 

to keep us in line, to keep us all in our spiritual place.  And Jesus is an equal 

opportunity offender – he’s as offensive to liberals as he is to conservatives.  God 

is for absolutely everyone, says Jesus, but it goes way beyond the kind of mild 

tolerance and diversity we might think it leads to.  The gospel isn’t some kind of 

religious ACLU.  Following Jesus takes us way beyond tolerance, far beyond 

live-and-let-live.  Following Jesus takes us into the land of love, the kind of love 

Paul holds out for us in that famous reading from First Corinthians.  The word for 

love there is agapé, an endless and active stance of goodness toward others that 

has no litmus tests and expects nothing in return. An author I love, Brian 

Mclaren, says that if it is really good news that Christians preach, it must be good 

news for everyone … whether they believe it or not.  We must be that good 

news.  It is what we commit to in every baptism (Will you seek and serve Christ in 

all persons?), it’s the gift we receive from this table.   
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There’s an old French story that says when we arrive at the gates of heaven we 

will not be asked what we believed or how good we were or if we kept all the 

rules; we will be asked only one question: “Where are the others?”  Who did you 

bring with you?  Dear Friends, let us live in such a way that we will have an 

answer, and it will be all around us. 

 *  For this illustration I’m grateful to James Alison’s essay, “Wrath and the gay question.”  (October 2006).  See 
www.jamesalison.co.uk/. 


