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January 24, 2010
Luke 4:14-21

The Kingdom of God has come on earth. This reign of God here among us –

embodied in the life of Jesus the Christ – began with his one-year ministry. He had been

baptized. The Holy Spirit had descended upon him in the form of a dove at his Baptism,

he had retreated to the wilderness to pray, but instead he was be-deviled there for 40

days. The devil was vanquished and departed. Then Jesus’s Galilean ministry began

when he returned home.

Jesus was an observant Jew. He had been brought up in Nazareth, and he attended

synagogue regularly – as was his custom. Local places of worship like the synagogue in

Nazareth, had developed some time before while the Jews had been in captivity and the

custom of local study of Torah and worship continued, but the synagogue in Jerusalem

was the one national centre of Jewish worship authorized in the Bible. Jesus’s ministry in

Jerusalem would begin later.

The Sabbath was the Jewish day of worship. We Christians have adopted Sunday as

the Sabbath, as our sacred day to worship based on Easter Day being Sunday. So each

Sunday is Easter to us as we repeat the stories of the resurrection as the culmination of

Jesus’s ministry. But today we begin at the beginning of our Lord’s ministry in Luke’s

Gospel.

Let us suspend reality, and see that day in the synagogue with fresh eyes, with 1st

century eyes, with Jewish eyes.

Our Sabbath in the synagogue always started with the singing of a psalm. The

chazzan, the Jewish cantor who led our beginning sung prayers was particularly talented

that day, although his musical training had just begun a few years ago. And so we began

as usual with a beautiful psalm sung to lead us into worship. We joined in with the cantor

as he continued with the Shema, the Jewish confession of faith.  The Shema is made up
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of three passages from Deuteronomy (6:4-9, 11) and Numbers (15:37-41). And so we

sang “Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.” The Eighteen

Benedictions were first prayed silently, and then the reader repeated them aloud. There

were the usual three blessings of praise, twelve petitions, and three concluding ones of

thanks. Then we heard a reading from the Torah, a passage from one of the first five

books of the Hebrew Bible. I don’t know about you, but I cannot recall what we heard

from the Torah, because of what happened next.

The chazzan called upon Jesus, the son of the carpenter to read from the prophets.

Now we had all seen Jesus in synagogue. He would teach in other synagogues, but that

day he was invited to read the Scripture and address the congregation in Nazareth, his

home, where he had been raised. Why, he was there every time the doors of the

synagogue were opened. He seemed to absorb every word that was read, but he also

contributed to the study of Torah often, really often. He seemed old and wise beyond his

years. Joseph and Mary his parents must have been very proud of him. More reverently

than usual, the chazzan unrolled the scroll, and Jesus chose to read from the Prophet

Isaiah: “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,” from the beginning of the 61st chapter. Then he
rolled back the scroll to the 58th chapter and continued: “to let the oppressed go
free,” and then he rolled forward again to the original reading and ended with “to
proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” Then he rolled up the scroll, handed it back
to the Chazzan, and as was the custom, he sat down to deliver the sermon, to
interpret what he had just read with such authority. Everyone was transfixed. All
eyes were on him. We could hardly wait until he spoke. And he said: “Today this
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

I remember thinking, is he the one? Is he the Messiah? Has he been sent by God? I

had heard that John the Baptizer had also baptized Jesus and that some said that the

heavens had opened and the Holy Spirit had descended like a dove. Was God’s plan
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being completed right in front of our eyes? That day in the synagogue, Jesus told us that

“the year of the Lord’s favour”, the jubilee year – when debts were forgiven and slaves

were set free – was now. He taught us that God’s mission and his mission among us

would be to those who are poor in any way, the financially poor, the spiritually poor, and

those in poor health. And his mission does continue to the poor to this day.

I wonder, as we Christians continue Jesus’s work on earth, how we are attending to

the poor. The year of the Jubilee is here – we called to be perpetually in the year of the

Lord’s favour. I wonder who among us are poor, financially, in spirit, or in health. When

have we been oppressed? From what do we need to be freed? Or are we blind, so blind

that we cannot see our own needs? We have the good news. Jesus brought it to us that

day in the synagogue. Our blindness was cured. Perhaps we have not accepted that

healing of our inability to see where we are poor and where our neighbours might be

poor, but we have already received all we need. God was revealed among us in the

synagogue that day, and we were set free from the bondage of our blindness.

I remember that we waited to see if the priestly blessing would be delivered by Jesus.

But things became rather confused with murmurings in the synagogue after his sermon.

How I wanted hear Jesus say those words from the Torah, the words that God told Moses

to say to Aaron and his sons.

If I may be so bold, I will bless you as our Lord must have blessed everyone that day

in the synagogue: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine

upon you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give

you peace.” (Numbers 6:22-27).


