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Let us pray... 
 
I grew up in Westminster, Massachusetts:  home of the Old Mill restaurant, Westminster 
Cracker factory, and part of Wachusett Mountain.  From age seven on, I lived up the 
street from the very house where my mom came home from the hospital when she was 
born.  We went to the First Congregational Church of Westminster, a United Church of 
Christ church in the center of town.  It was the same church where my mom went as a 
child, the church in which she and my dad were married, the church where my 
grandmother was a leader and where I saw my aunt and uncle and cousins on Sunday 
mornings.  Hundreds of Sundays I sat in Sunday School or worship, although I found 
both boring, but that’s another story.  I was confirmed in that church, I sang in the choir, 
I served as a youth representative on the search committee.  I grew up in that church.   
 
About eight years ago, I was invited back to the First Congregational Church of 
Westminster to represent the denomination in the installation of their new pastor.  I 
walked in and it even smelled the same.  Then I wondered when they had remodeled 
the sanctuary and made it so much smaller.  Apparently that was just my imagination.  I 
couldn’t believe how many familiar faces were in the congregation, and despite what 
you might expect I didn’t think they’d changed much at all.  But during the reception, 
folks started telling me about the missing faces:  people who’d been moved to nursing 
homes, or died during my years of absence.  And I felt the loss of these “pillars” of my 
childhood, even the ones I hadn’t thought about in a decade.  Standing in that space, 
with people who had known me most of my life, I didn’t feel like an ordained pastor, a 
representative of the United Church of Christ.  I was Viola’s granddaughter, Barbara’s 
daughter, just me - a little older, a little “taller”. 
 
I wonder if that’s how Jesus felt in this morning’s scripture reading.  The passage begins 
by telling us Jesus has been going all around the region of Galilee, preaching and 
teaching in the synagogues, and everybody is singing his praises.  And then he comes 
home to Nazareth, to where he grew up.  And on Saturday he goes to the synagogue, 
the same synagogue he’d gone to every Sabbath with his family growing up.  You can 
picture him walking in and saying, “It’s so small...”  Especially since scholars say there 
is a chance the “synagogue” might not have been a stand-alone building, as the word 
could refer just to the congregation of ten Jewish adult males necessary for a Sabbath 
service at that time.  Nazareth was a small village, even smaller than Westminster, 
Massachusetts:  sabbath services might have been held in someone’s home.  So if 
Jesus has been preaching in actual synagogues in larger towns around the country, a 
house-synagogue would have felt particularly tiny. 
 
Now when Jesus had been preaching in Galilee, his reputation preceded him.  He 
walked in as “that amazing preacher we’ve been hearing about”, and the people 
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listened with wide-open ears.  But when he entered the synagogue in Nazareth, it was 
as “Mary’s boy”, “the nice carpenter who built our pantry shelves”, the Jesus they’d 
known as a child who escaped from his parents during a field trip to Jerusalem and an 
awkward teenager who was always going out into the hills to pray.  Maybe the people of 
Nazareth were hoping Jesus would be the one to put them on the map, to make their 
sleepy town some kind of a spiritual destination spot:  the childhood home of the famous 
preacher.  No doubt they were eager to find out how his travels and travails had 
changed him, no doubt they were eager to hear what he’d learned out in the great wide 
world.  But when Jesus walked into this synagogue, he was more “little Jesus grown up” 
than “amazing preacher man”. 
It comes time, in the Sabbath service, for the reading from the Torah.  Jesus raises his 
hand, volunteering to read.  The worship leader hands him the Torah portion for the 
day, the scroll of the Prophet Isaiah, and Jesus carefully unrolls the delicate, handmade, 
sacred document.  According to Luke’s gospel, Jesus reads part of the 61st chapter of 
Isaiah, and then throws in a line from chapter 58.  Maybe Jesus was cutting and 
pasting, or maybe Luke was.  Either way, here’s the result: 
 
“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.”  
 
This is classic Isaiah-stuff.  Isaiah was a prophet, not the predicting-the-future type, but 
the calling-people-to-right-behavior, promising-God’s-help-in-the-world type.  Jesus 
finishes reading and the crowd thrills at his skills of proclamation, and the notion that 
one day God will make sure the Jewish people get what they deserve. 
 
Jesus rolls the scroll back up.  And then he sits down.  To our modern ears that sounds 
like he’s done; but in Jesus’ time, the teacher sat down to preach.  You stood up to read 
the scripture, as a sign of respect and to work with the large, awkward, precious scrolls, 
but then you sat down to talk to the people about the text.  We don’t know what-all 
Jesus said, but his opening line was a zinger:  “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing.” 
 
Jesus says, “I’m not just quoting Isaiah here, people.  The Spirit of the Lord is upon ME, 
he has anointed ME, and as you know “anointed” is another word for “Messiah”.  So I’m 
it, I’m the one sent by God, the one you’ve been waiting for.” 
 
Such a declaration might have been a bit surprising for the men and women who’d seen 
Jesus in diapers.  But, this could work out.  If he’s the Messiah, he’s going to be a pretty 
powerful guy.  The Messiah is going to be king, he’s going to overthrow the Romans 
and take charge.  It would be good to be neighbors with the Messiah.  Lots of people 
started imagining how they could declare themselves to be “Jesus’ best friend.” 



 

3 

 
But then the rest of the Isaiah passage comes to mind: 
 “[God] 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.” 
 
Nothing about leading a huge army.  And what’s all this about the captives and the blind 
and the free?  “The year of the Lord’s favor”:  that’s the Jubilee year.  Once every fifty 
years, so the tradition goes, debt would be forgiven; that’s the year of Jubilee.  It was 
meant as a way to ensure inequality didn’t get out of hand, and to remind the people 
that everything came from God.  Sounds impossible to us today, it was radical even in 
Jesus’ time, and it’s not completely clear if Jubilee was just talked about or actually 
practiced.  But Jesus says he’s here to proclaim such an upside-down reality, while 
setting people free and giving them sight.   
 
And suddenly the crowd realizes Jesus is not bringing the message they were hoping 
for.  A few verses later they will actively turn on him, and it comes back to this moment:  
the congregation in Nazareth realizes that instead of promising them fame and fortune, 
Jesus is talking about taking care of the poor and pitiful and abandoned. 
 
Commentators point to this passage of scripture and say that it is Jesus’ “mission 
statement” (at least according to the gospel of Luke), that these verses set out what 
Jesus will preach and teach and practice and live and die for, for the rest of his story:  
bringing good news to the poor, proclaiming release to the captive, bringing sight to the 
blind, setting the oppressed free, and proclaiming Jubilee. 
 
But here’s the thing.  It’s not just Jesus’ “mission statement”.  When I first read the 
passage, I think Jesus is saying, “God has sent me to proclaim compassion and justice.  
Those words have now been fulfilled in your hearing.”  That is, “You just heard me, so 
I’ve proclaimed it, mission accomplished!”  But there is another way of understanding 
the Greek:  Jesus is saying the whole thing has been fulfilled in their hearing:  the 
justice and the compassion and the liberation and the Jubilee have all been fulfilled, 
accomplished, by the people listening to Jesus. 
 
So obviously that’s not the case:  Jesus finished his sermon and there was still injustice 
and poverty and blindness.  We would have heard otherwise.  But scholars say Jesus 
was calling something to begin that day in the temple.  Jesus was saying, “God has sent 
me here, to call us, to work together, to free the captive and the oppressed.  Let’s get 
started!”  So the words of the prophet were fulfilled, because Jesus was going to lead 
the people in fulfilling them. 
 
This was Jesus’ inaugural address, like Barak Obama’s less than a week ago:  a 
description of how the world can be, a challenge for everyone to get involved, a call to 
action for the whole community.   
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Now, as we know, the goals of Jesus’ inaugural address were not achieved in his three 
years of ministry, as no presidents’ goals can be achieved even in two terms.  So when 
we hear this passage, it is not just Jesus talking to a long-gone congregation, it is Jesus 
talking to this congregation, here, now. 
Poet Thom Shurman gives the story to us in language we can relate to, especially since 
Jacob and Justin and Elspeth and Dana and others have just or soon will gone back to 
college: 
  

we don’t know 
what to do with you,  
Jesus! 
 
home from college 
on spring break, 
you stand up in church 
and read the scriptures 
with such wonder and awe, 
all we can do is nudge one another: 
“I had him in kindergarten, 
he was always ahead of everyone else!” 
“he was always helping the younger kids 
when he was in youth group.” 
 
We can hardly wait to hear 
your sermon . . . until 
you start talking about 
how we are  
    to welcome the immigrants, 
    to open the jail doors, 
    to give more to those  
       who will only squander it. 

  
Then we whisper (in a stage voice): 
“whose bright idea was it  
to ask him to preach?” 
And so,  
we close our hearts to you, 
and let you slip through 
our souls, 
as you go to fulfill 
God’s hopes for us, 
wishing we would follow you 
on that winding road 
of grace. 
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Imagine Jesus was our guest preacher here today.  He stood up, read from Isaiah, then 
took a seat and said:  “Friends, today these words are fulfilled in your hearing.  Because 
it’s up to you to make it happen.  There is no magician coming to rid the world of racism 
and sexism and homophobia.  There is no superhero who is going to stop oppression 
and evil and hatred.  There is no legendary character coming to redistribute wealth and 
free the people.  It’s up to us:  up to you.  God has called you.  God has sent us.  God 
has equipped us to bring good news and sight and freedom.”   
 
After worship today we’re having a congregational meeting, a budget meeting, where 
the congregation votes a spending plan for the year ahead.  This could seem like such 
an “insider” task; figuring out how to get the light bills paid and meet our payroll 
obligations.  We didn’t put a sign out this week:  “Congregational Meeting!  All are 
welcome!  Come join us as we balance the budget!”  The UCCB budget meeting could 
be the most mundane, boring activity we do all year.  Except it’s not.  Budgets are “a 
tool for mission and ministry”.  The way we organize our budget and distribute our 
resources and make our decisions reflects our understanding of our purpose in this 
community and this world, what God is calling us to do and be.   How we work through 
our priorities, listen to each other, struggle together, this isn’t an addendum to being the 
Body of Christ:  this is it.   
 
So forget having Jesus as a guest preacher this morning.  Let’s have him as a guest at 
our annual meeting.  In fact, let’s give him voice and vote, even though he hasn’t gone 
through the membership liturgy.  Jesus sits in our midst whether we invite him or not, so 
let’s recognize his presence here today.  And the promise of good news, of justice, of 
hope, from Isaiah, through Jesus, to today:  we will hear it, we will fulfill it:  in our 
budget, in this church, and in our lives.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


