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In Your Hearing 

3rd Epiphany, 1/23/2022 

That is what he said, and that is what he meant: “Today, this scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.” Meaning: this is it. The Spirit of the Lord has chosen me 

– anointed me, as one does a priest or a king – and the Spirit does not anoint lightly. 

Why has it anointed him? Why now?  

To say things, and to do things. Now. What things?  

There are several – and each of them is much harder than the miracle he did last 

week, turning water into wine. The first is to bring “good news to the poor.”  

What is that? What good news? 

What can it be but to tell them that their poverty is soon to end, and that their 

struggles and hopes as they’ve endured it have not been in vain. They usually are, 

you know. In vain, that is, despite how people sometimes look on poverty and its 

struggles as ennobling to survive or empowering to endure. They are not. Poverty is 

no more empowering or ennobling that would be having your legs broken in a land 

where you were expected to walk everywhere, but no-one would help you do so if 

you couldn’t. It’s just hard, and often unfair, as I had more than one occasion to 

remember this week. Example: Traffic stopped me at a light, beside which walked a 

poor man begging for cash, in the freezing air,  ‘experiencing homelessness’ and all 

that goes with it. As I handed him a crisp tenner with the US Treasury on the back 

and looking quite ironic in that setting, I thought, “I don’t care what brought him 

this far down or even if it’s his own fault. No-one should have to live like that.” 

It is, as anyone knows who’s ever been poor, hard work to be poor. One must make 

ends meet somehow, or deal with what happens when one can’t. One learns to 

squeeze a dollar until it cries, One lives ever on the edge, constantly stressed about 
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money and anything that requires money: rent, car notes, car repairs, clothing, food, 

medicine, doctor’s visits, the ER, COVID masks, etc., etc. One copes as best one 

can, though sometimes one’s coping mechanisms make things worse. One stresses 

out over any problem, large or small, since one’s cup of woe or trembling runneth 

over with them, just no more room for any more. One worries from dusk till dawn 

about threats to one’s sources of income, shelter, or provender. One endures evils 

associated with them as long as one can – the bad commute, the bad job, the bad 

boss, the bad landlord, the bad marriage or the abusive parents – hoping that all that 

enduring will not be in vain. It usually is, I think. In vain, that is. It always has been. 

That is why the scrolls of Isaiah contain the messages they do, and why Jesus read 

them aloud in the gospel this morning, why Luke wrote it down, and why we still 

pay attention. The poor need good news and deserve it, and always have. What good 

news? News that they will never go without again, will have their needs met with 

dignity and grace, will have the chance and the responsibility to help meet with 

dignity and grace those of others, and will never have to worry about where the next 

meal is coming from or whether the roof overhead will blow off or be stolen away. 

That’s the first thing Jesus proclaimed in public: good news to the poor, and that the 

scripture they’d often heard proclaim it was fulfilled in their hearing. 

The second is like unto it. Following the promises he read in the scroll, Jesus says 

that he will “proclaim release to the captives.” What captives? I’d imagine he means 

those in captivity, in any kind of prison at all. These could be the prisons of a 

government, the chains and traps of the economy – after all, many of those to whom 

Jesus spoke were slaves, or wage-slaves – or bonds laid on body, mind, or spirit. 

Those held in the grip of illness, madness, or debt – to those he promises release. He 

knows, as we all know, that there are many kinds of chains, though what Blake calls 

“mind-forg’d manacles,” those ways of thinking that limit and constrain us, may be 

the hardest to break of all. But this day, Jesus says, reading words from Isaiah 61 that 
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were as distant from him as, say, the Synod of Dort and the first landing of enslaved 

persons at Jamestown are to us – this day, Jesus says, all that goes away. No matter 

how; be content with that, if you can, at least for now. 

Those who cannot see, he continues, will see; that’s the third thing he proclaims. 

The fourth? That those who are oppressed will not be oppressed any more. Stony 

may have been the road they trod, bitter may have been the chastening rod, but now, 

and from here on out, they are free. I proclaim it, Jesus says, just as the scroll of old 

proclaimed it. Freedom can wait no longer. Those who need freedom can wait no 

longer. The time is now. The place is here. The person who says all these things is 

standing right in front of you.  

Oh, last but not least: a final thing to proclaim. This is the Year of the Lord’s Favor. 

Whether it is also the Day of the Lord’s Vengeance, as says the line that comes next 

in the scroll of 3rd Isaiah, which Luke does not have Jesus read, we are not told. Yet 

his hearers in the synagogue knew the text as well as he, even if their Roman 

overlords did not. (Sometimes what is left unsaid carries the most weight of all.) The 

time was then. The day was that day. Yet he who said it has long since left, and all 

those who heard him say it have died. 

Of course, much the same was true when Jesus stood there, read the words, and made 

his proclamations. He was reading words set down about, if not upon, the return of 

the exiles from Persia. That empire, the friendliest of all in the ancient world to the 

Jews, had freed that people from captivity in Babylon. It had also taken over the lease, 

as it were, on Babylon’s empire, including the province of Yehud Medinata, the new 

name for what had once been the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, right up to the 

Egyptian frontier. The Great King of Persia needed a loyal and strong fief on that 

border, and had the perfect candidate for it in the Jewish people. They wanted to go 

home, he wanted them to go home, and he would have no doubt about whom they 

served so long as he let them go there under his protection, and stay there by his 
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favor. To make them strong, he knew, he would have to set them free.1 To keep 

them loyal, he would have to make them see that their loyalty paid off. No other 

empire had tried this, and all had failed because they didn’t. Even the kings of Israel 

and Judah had not done it consistently, and they had failed because they didn’t. This 

time, though, it would work.  

It did, actually, until it didn’t. What was for a while a peaceful, if theocratic, province 

of Persia became a place that the Greek and Roman rulers that came next kept trying 

to remake in their own image. This approach parallels those being undertaken by, 

say, the rulers of China against the people of Hong Kong and Xinjiang and by 

generations of rulers in the Americas against the First Peoples, as well as by the rulers 

of Russia against Kazakhstan and Ukraine inter alia, It meant having to put down 

revolts and rebellions among “the Judeans” in almost every generation, until the 

rebellion not long after Jesus’s day that ended in a devastating war and an even longer 

exile. It meant trying to make Jews stop being Jews. 

It didn’t work. What it mostly did was make them angry. It was as clear to the Jews 

of Jesus’s time as it was to their prophets of old that the arc of history was not going 

to bend towards justice all on its own. They would have to bend it, if they wished 

to be the people the Lord wanted them to be and live as the Lord wanted them to 

live, and do so on the land the Lord wanted them to do it on. The Lord, I Am Who 

I Am, wanted not their prayers, processions, and sacrifices, but that they should do 

justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with him. He wanted them to make justice 

roll down as waters, and righteousness as a mighty stream, to proclaim the year of his 

favor, set the captives free, unburden the oppressed, and speak good news to the 

poor. They wanted that, too, or at least most of them did. Jesus knew that when he 

 
1 Within certain limits; foreign policy would still be run from the Persian capital, they would be expected to pay 

such tribute as was needed to offset the costs of keeping them safe, and whatever patronage networks operated to 

grease the wheels and skids of Persian law would still cast their greasy nets about them, but within those limits, 

the Jewish people would be at home and they would be, at least by the standards of the time, free. 
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got up to speak that morning in the synagogue. He knew that that scroll put into 

words the thoughts and longings in his people’s hearts as well as his own. He knew 

that they knew that their great-great-grandparents had lived some of it, that they 

lived less of it, and that unless they did something, their children would live even less 

of it than they did. They needed salvation. They needed redemption. They needed 

someone to remind them who they were, and to help them set themselves free. 

That is, remind them and set them free again. The Lord had done that at least twice 

already, in two big ways. The first time was at the Exodus and at Mt. Sinai: freedom 

from bondage, and the freedom of the covenant and the law. The second time was 

what we heard about from Nehemiah this morning: when they got home from Persia 

and rebuilt their country. They wept, it is said, when they heard the law read on that 

first assembly day, just as they had wept by the waters of Babylon when they 

remembered Zion and could sing no songs in that strange land, but wish only for the 

death of their enemies’ children. They wept because hearing the law reminded them 

who they were, and how far they’d fallen or been dragged from it. But Nehemiah 

the governor and Ezra the priest then told them not to, that the Lord didn’t want 

them to, that this was a great day, the beginning of their restoration. There in the 

square by the Water Gate in Jerusalem, Ezra said to them:  

‘Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions of them 
to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this day is holy to our LORD; 
and do not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.’ 

In short: live well, and help others live well. Rejoice, and be free in your minds, 

relieved from anxiety and the fear of enemies and oppressors. We will build a better 

world. The Lord has shown us how, written his law upon our hearts, doing to each 

other only what we’d have done unto ourselves. All that remains is that we go forth 

and do likewise.  

Today, this scripture is fulfilled in our hearing also. May it always be so. Amen. 


