
could have been about how when 
Cousin John baptized Jesus, the Holy 
Spirit descends on him in the form of 
a dove; and then a voice from Heaven, 
“This is my beloved son and with you 
I am well pleased.” The baptism is 
followed by a long lineage recounting 
who is a son of who is a son of who. 
But it begins with Jesus as the son 
of Joseph “supposedly.” (Luke 3:23) It is 
what the gathered townspeople also 
use to identify Jesus while preening 
with pride: “This is Joseph’s boy, isn’t 
it? He’s one of us, isn’t he? We can trust 
what he will say, can’t we? He knows 
us!” They nod in appreciation, publicly 
claiming Jesus as one of their own.

The idea that Jesus is full of the Holy 
Spirit is important to Luke. He’s a 
careful writer, and repetition so closely 
given tells us to pay attention. The 
Spirit descends at Jesus’ baptism; he 
is not only full of the Holy Spirit as he 
enters the wilderness, but he is led by 
the Spirit into his encounters with the 
devil. When he leaves the wilderness, 
Jesus returns to Galilee, and again, 
Luke is careful to tell us that he returns 
in the power of the Spirit. Then when 
he is asked to read in the Synagogue, 
what are the first words out of his 
mouth? “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 
me!” I would suggest to you that Spirit 
best knows the contents of our hearts, 
and so, before anything else is said in 
front of all these people who think they 
know Jesus, Jesus lets them know that 
it is Spirit they are getting ready to 
hear from.
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My parents re-located to south Alabama 
as Dad moved towards retirement. In 
addition to being the vicar of the small 
Episcopal church in Evergreen, he took 
on a small country church that met 
only once a month. They baptized in a 
nearby creek and the dinner-on-the-
grounds-tables were left permanently 
in the church yard under the trees 
promising good things to come. They 
did not require a bulletin as they posted 
the hymn page numbers on a wooden 
plaque in the front of the sanctuary. My 
dad’s favorite part of being their pastor 
was that they allowed him to preach for 
45 minutes on the Sundays that they 
met! He said that he had to make up for 
the Sundays that they did not 
meet! So when he asked me 
to preach for him on a Sunday 
that I was home for a visit, I 
declined. It was unnerving to 
think that I would preach while 
he sat in the congregation, but 
even more, did I know enough to preach 
for 45 uninterrupted minutes? 

Jesus’ first recorded sermon is very 
brief. I wonder if he was the least bit 
anxious to stand before the very rabbis 
that had taught him everything they 
knew about the law. Was he intimidated 
that the civic leaders of Nazareth sat 
before him? And what about his friends, 
now grown up? They say, “Ohhh, I knew 
him when…” His family, neighbors and 
teachers, all sitting proudly, grateful that 
this local kid has made good. Their hope 
is that Jesus really did come from God, 
because then he could make Nazareth 
great again. 

You see, Luke reports that there are 
all sorts of rumors going around about 
Jesus already. Looking back to previous 
events in the gospel, these reports 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.
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In that time, synagogue services consisted primarily of 
prayers, scripture readings, comments, and the giving 
of alms for the poor. Any adult male could read from 
the scripture and comment on that day’s particular 
reading. So Jesus receives the scroll of scriptures and 
reads a portion from Isaiah 
61. It is a familiar text, 
and after the reading, the 
congregation leans forward 
to hear how Jesus might 
interpret it. No doubt, they 
expect Jesus to say what 
many rabbis have said 
before; mainly that it is a prophecy that will happen 
in the future. It is known as a “one of these days” 
proclamation, so we can imagine their surprise when 
Jesus says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing.” He is claiming the present moment as 
“the day” and that the promise will be fulfilled through 
him. (Victoria G. Curtiss, “The Inauguration of Jesus,” 1-27-13, 
Fourth Presbyterian Church) It is a very short sermon, but 
it stirs quite a reaction. Jesus is proclaiming that he 
himself is anointed, commissioned for the work that 
must begin right then and there in order for the poor, 
captive, blind and oppressed to experience life as 
chosen even as the Jews, themselves, are chosen. 

Now we have heard this so often, that the shock 
and sting of his words gets lost. So let me try to 
provoke you in the same way that Jesus stirs the pot 
in Nazareth that day. (Nadia Bolz Weber, “If Jesus Was Your 
Preacher,” patheos.com, 2-26-01)

The Spirit of the Lord has anointed me to bring 
good news to the poor:

To bring gifts of fine wine and rich food to those 
who exist only on Big Macs and Whoppers 
because it’s the only food within walking 
distance from the housing project in which they 
live. The good news is that there will be food for 
everyone, because those with plenty will share 
with those who have none. The good news is 
that there is a place for everyone at the table.

The Spirit of the Lord has anointed me to forgive all 
student loans and to announce that the janitors 
at UAB will receive the raises originally intended 
for the President and the football coach. The 
homeless will be given king size beds in affordable 
homes. Victims of abuse and #blacklivesmatter 
and #metoo will be filled with such healing so 
that they too will forgive.

The Spirit of the Lord has sent me to release all 

the captives; to free addicts from the needle and 
the bottle and the laptop; to free the depressed 
from feelings of worthlessness; to free those 
wrongly imprisoned; to free children from 
sweat shops; to free the elderly, the disabled, 

the terminally ill and those 
diagnosed with HIV/Aids 
from their sense of isolation; 
to free us from fear so that 
gun reform has a chance.

The Spirit of the Lord has 
sent me to release all the 
captives; to free the sinner 

from their sin; to remove all resentments from 
those who won’t let go of the past; to free the 
angry from feelings of revenge; to liberate the 
oppressed not just in America, but in Cuba and 
Mexico, and in the communities surrounding 
Terra Nova Academy in Uganda.

Now at this point, I’m beginning to feel uncomfortable. 
My professor of homiletics would have failed Jesus 
for taking such liberties and for using inflammatory 
speech and political rhetoric. How dare Jesus go rogue 
and demonstrate that he is free from the community 
that raised him to respect the synagogue and its 
members? (Will Willimon, “Booke ‘em,” Christian Century, 
1-27-04) Why isn’t he preaching to make rhetorical 
peace with the congregation, building their trust, 
winning their affection? I am so uncomfortable, I shift 

my weight around on the pew. I begin to think that 
maybe Jesus doesn’t know how we do things around 
here; that Southerners have strict rules about what 
can be said in public and what cannot. I can’t hear his 
heart any more. All I can hear is his judgment. So, I 
want to hold up my arm and point to my watch as if 
to cue Jesus that he is going over, not just in time, but 
over the boundaries of what we deem acceptable for 
this hour of the week. I feel like I have heard enough. 
What about you? But Jesus? Jesus just keeps going.

The Spirit of the Lord has sent me to bring about 
the recovery of sight to the blind; to restore 

Let me try to provoke you 
in the same way that Jesus 

stirs the pot in Nazareth 
that day.
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a right perspective by saying “no, no, no” to 
anything that prevents the kingdom of God on 
earth even as it is in heaven; to restore our ability 
to recognize the image of God in ourselves as 
well as in others; to bring into our vision what 
the love of God looks like and to open others’ 
eyes to God’s love as we enact God’s love to 
them.

The Spirit of the Lord has sent me to bring freedom
to the oppressed, the over-worked, the under-
appreciated, those who are always chosen last, 
the unlovely, the despised, the overly proud, and 
those who remain on the margins, unseen.

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 recover the sight of the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor.

Drop mic. Jesus sits down.
The eyes of the whole congregation 
are fixed on him.
No one moves. No one breathes. 
Why?
Because they are waiting for him 
to justify what he has just said.

Now I believe that Jesus walked 
into the synagogue already 
knowing that the people gathered 
are hungering for a reminder of their history. They 
want to hear again the story that grounds and 
connects them to one another. He also realizes, 
however, that they do not need to remain stuck in 
the past. They need to move into the future fueled 
with new passion and vigor. (Are you listening 
Covenant, because it seems to me that we are an 
awful lot like those Israelites: sometimes clinging 
to our history when we need to be moving into the 
Next 50 with renewed passion and vigor!) So rather 
than comfort them with the familiar, Jesus challenges 
them with life-changing, earth-shaking words. “Today 
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” No 
longer in the future. Right here. No longer in the past. 
Right now. “Today” makes the actions immediate. And 
note, Jesus doesn’t say, “Scripture is fulfilled in my 
speaking.” No, he says, “Scripture is fulfilled in your 
hearing.” Jesus, even though this is his first sermon, 
already knows that what he speaks is different 
from what the congregation hears. And what Jesus 

wants them to hear is that in this very moment of 
proclamation, they are being called to do and be 
more by opening their ears as well as their hearts. 
(Gail O’Day, “Today this word is fulfilled in your hearing.” Word 
and Word, Vol. 26, #4, Fall, 2006)

So he continues with two illustrations from their past 
to make his point. 
1. God sends the prophet Elijah to feed a non-

Jewish widow in a time of widely spread famine. 
Jesus points out that there were many widows in 
Israel, but God sends Elijah only to Zarephath to 
minister to a woman who is a gentile. God saves 
only this widow and her only son. God does not 
save all the Jews. (I Kings 17:10)

2. Additionally, Israel had many lepers, but the only 
one cleansed by God through the prophet Elijah 
was Naaman, yet another gentile, for he was a 
Syrian. (II Kings 5)

Reminding the congregation of stories wherein God 
acts to bless Israel’s enemies 
instead of the remnant of Israel, 
is as if Jesus is saying, “When I 
talk about God coming to free 
the oppressed and bless the poor, 
I am talking about God blessing 
the very people you cannot stand; 
the people you do not want to 
be near; the people you think of 
as enemies. If you draw a line, or 
build a wall, or enforce standards 
of membership to determine who 

is in and who is out,” Jesus says, “you will find God 
on the opposite side of where you are standing every 
time.”  (David Lose, “Moving Beyond Mending Our Walls, 1-25-
16)

Ohhhh, they murmur. “He didn’t say anything about 
forgiveness!” “He didn’t say anything about sin.” “How 
can you tell us that the promise is fulfilled today, in 
our sight, when you insist that the ways we have 
ordered the world will have to change?”
They are furious. 
They are enraged.
They are incensed. Why? Because Jesus exposes 
what is in their hearts!
“And so they rise up and put Jesus out of the city, 
leading him to the brow of the hill on which their city 
is built. Their plan is to throw him headlong down 
that hill. But Jesus passes through the midst of them 
and goes to Capernaum.”

So rather than 
comfort them with 
the familiar, Jesus 

challenges them with 
life-changing, earth-

shaking words.
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As we study Jesus’ ministry, we see him living the very 
things over which the congregation in Nazareth loses 
their minds. Believing that God works in this world to 
redeem everyone, Jesus practices what he preaches. 
He ministers to the poor, the enslaved, and those 
in need of healing and liberation. Not once does he 
ask the lepers for their membership cards. Not once 
does he ask the women what they believe before 
he makes them whole again. Not once does he ask 
the Samaritans for their documentation papers. And 
even while, hanging on the cross, Jesus welcomes a 
convicted criminal into the Kingdom of God.

My dear Covenant, in these days of transition, this 
story is timely. We could so easily become that 
assembled congregation holding on to what has been 
rather than anticipating what God will do. So hear me 
clearly when I say: appreciate the past, celebrate your 
shared history, but then, most importantly, sit with 
the Spirit to gain a vision of future possibilities and 
get to work. Paul encourages us with the reminder 
that we have been individually and uniquely gifted to 
make up this whole body of Christ, but Jesus, Jesus 
would ask, “Who are you today?” Not who we were 
when Herbert Gilmore constituted this church. Not 
who we were when John Whatley and Dan Ivins were 
pastors; not who we were when Roger Lovett led the 
way to build this sanctuary and to open our hearts to 
the LGBTQ community; not who we were when Sarah 
Shelton, that woman, filled this pulpit. No! Jesus 
wants to know, “Who are you today?” For it is today 
that we are to preach good news to the poor; it is 
today that we are to proclaim release to the captives; 
it is today that we are to recover the sight for the 
blind; it is today that we are to set at liberty those 
who are oppressed!

(Story from Victoria G. Curtiss, 1-27-13, Fourth Presbyterian 
Church who says she read this sermon in John Buchanan’s 
“Godneighbor” 11-2-03, also Fourth Presbyterian Church, 
Chicago) The Reverend Eileen Lidner tells of a mother 
in Paducah, Kentucky. Her son was in class on the 
day that a school shooting occurred. Upon hearing 
the news, she rushed to the school praying what all 
parents would pray, “Oh please God, not my son!” 
But when she got to the school, her son was dead, 
and the first responders stood ready to ask her the 
difficult questions about harvesting her son’s organs 
in order to be of benefit to others. The mother agreed. 
Months later, somehow, the mother found out who 
had received her son’s heart. He was a minister and 
his life was saved by the heart transplant. The mother 
made contact with him and he agreed to a visit. They 
talked. They wept. They prayed together and talked a 

little more. As she stood to leave, she hesitated just 
long enough to ask: could she please put her ear to 
his chest and hear her son’s beating heart just one 
more time?

Keep this tender picture in your mind, because I 
believe that the Body of Christ, which is the church, 
beats with the heart of God’s son, Jesus Christ. And 
on occasion, I imagine God bending down to listen 
for the heartbeat of his son in us. At those times, 
I wonder: what does God hear? Good news for the 
poor? Release to the captives? Recovery of sight? 
Joyful praises from the oppressed who are, at last, 
free? 

Please God, may it be so. Amen.

– 4 –


