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Luke 4:14-21

The tradition of reading scripture at a gathering of the faithful is long standing.  In Nehemiah we heard Ezra proclaim and interpret the Torah.  Our Psalm this morning was a song of praise for the Torah that would have been used in the synagogues for Sabbath worship.

In the early chapters of Luke, the gospel tells us clearly that Joseph and Mary were devout and attended Sabbath worship regularly at their local synagogue and in addition made regular pilgrimages to the Temple in Jerusalem for the high holy days.

So it should come as no surprise that Luke tells us Jesus went to was his home synagogue to begin his ministry.  He is known there.  He has been there before.  And on this Sabbath, it is his turn to read from the prophets.  He stood to read, as was the custom, and was handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah.

And from Isaiah, Jesus reads a passage about the coming Messiah along with Isaiah understanding that the coming Messiah would be similar to the year of Jubilee.  Now we know that the Hebrews never actually celebrated a year of Jubilee, but the concept was ingrained in their consciousness.  

In the year of Jubilee, people were released from whatever debts they had--financial and otherwise.  If it held you captive, you were released from it in the year of Jubilee.  This would be the year of the Lord’s favor; the year of Jubilee, ushered in by the messiah--the anointed one--the bringer of good news.

Then Jesus sat down.  One always sat down to interpret the reading--to give one’s understanding of the reading--in other words to preach.  And all the eyes of the worshippers were upon him.  And Jesus said, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  In other words, I am the messiah and I bring release for what ever is holding you captive.

That was it.  That was all.  One sentence

How do you think that would go over here at Memorial.  What reaction to you imagine in Jesus showed up, read from Isaiah about the messiah and the year of Jubilee, and then, for the full extend of his sermon, said, “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
I suspect there would be some parking lot grumbles.  “He didn’t say anything about forgiveness.”  “He didn’t say anything about repentance, either.”  “But he did say he would release the captives--do you really think it is a wise thing to go up to the Clarksburg jail and let those people out?”  No, he didn’t mean prisoners, he meant release from the things that captivate our time and attention.  Like watching TV each night.”  “You mean Jesus is going to take away our cable?”
I suspect there would be some grumblings, too, in the youth room.  “Wow, by the time I looked up, he was finished.  That is what a good sermon should be!”  “But did you catch what he said?”  “nah, missed it.”  “Wait, I got it recorded on my cell phone.”  “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”  “Fulfilled what?”
“Can you imagine our English teacher if we submitted an essay answer on an exam that was just one sentence?”
Pause

Now you and I have no idea what would really happen if Jesus showed up in 2010 and preached here at Memorial.  But I do know that the truth that he proclaimed in the synagogue in Nazareth is the same truth that we proclaim today.  And I know that we get caught up in issues of style and easily divert ourselves into arguing over theological minutia and debating when scripture is meant to be metaphoric and when it is meant to be literal.

In Luke’s gospel, today’s story is Jesus’ first act since his baptism and temptation in the wilderness.  His first act was to gather with the community of faith, to worship, to read scripture, and to hear it interpreted.  

And that remains our first act of faith today.  Coming together to worship, to hear scripture read, and to wrestle with its implication.  To be a disciple of Christ means to be a part of the church.  

And it is OK to disagree while you are wrestling, but do not get caught up in those disagreements.  The Holy Spirit is able to work through the church and use those varieties.  We stressed that at the outset of our worship this morning--there are varieties of gifts and varieties of experience and all come together to form the body of Christ.  We are weakened as the body if we say one is more important than the other.

And then we do our best to live out those principles of Jubilee -- for the messiah brings them to the twenty-first century as well as the first century.  These words change things, then and now.  Using the image of Jubilee from ancient Hebrew faith, Jesus sets for the agenda for modern faith:


--Bring good news to the poor, those literally poor in financial terms as well as those who are poor in spirit, poor in values, poor in character strength.  And not only to others, but to ourselves.  Who among us could not use an increase in the strength of our spirit, our values, and our character?


--Proclaim release to the captives, those literally held captive in our jails and those who are captive to addiction, captive to pledge to flag and country that is stronger than any pledge to Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer, captive to our causes that displace our responsibility to the faith community.  And not for others, but ourselves.  Who among us does not have some cause that we often put before the exercise of our faith?


--Proclaim the recovery of sight for the blind.  We gather money and health kits for those who are hurting around the world.  But health not only for others, but for ourselves.  Who among us does not have some bad habits that need reforming so that we are better stewards of these human bodies?


--Let the oppressed go free and proclaim the year of the Lord when debts are cancelled.  Who are the oppressed by our habits and beliefs?  Who are the objects of our prejudice and how can we release them?  If we take Jesus seriously, is it ever appropriate to condemn a group of people in the name of faith?  We don’t have to agree with everyone, but we can release them from our judgment.  And how can we, in a wealthy nation, reform our buying habits to better serve the poor in other countries that produce the goods we use?  

Faith becomes much harder when it moves from something that makes us feel good about ourselves into a realm that requires hard decisions and impacts the way we live our lives.  For years, preachers have heard the response of their congregants, “Now you are meddling.”  

But it is not the preacher.  It is the gospel.  Put aside the hard feelings, the hurtful gossip and commit anew to faith.  It is still true today.  The image of the year of Jubilee--  release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, and the oppressed set free--is still true today.  Amen.


