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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

People will often describe a particularly engaging speaker as
“inspired,” usually because they feel energized by the things that
person said, or the way they were said. There are some speakers who
aren’t very engaging, even though what they’re presenting is pretty
rich. Everybody who has majored in history, or philosophy, or
theology has spent a semester or two listening to at least one of
those. And there are some who are extremely engaging, charismatic
even, but whose content doesn’t quite match the delivery. Yet the
way they say it has people walking away feeling “inspired.” And it’s
pretty much the same for preachers. Some can drone a congregation
to sleep even though what they’re saying is substantial, if you can
stay awake long enough to take it in. Some can be quite animated,
and keep you riveted to them, while actually saying very little that’s
meaningful. Most, however, are neither exciting nor dull, but are just
faithful in preaching the Gospel. 

Where it gets tricky is in how people respond. Are they looking for
a mountaintop experience, and become extremely judgmental when
they don’t get it? Do they base their judgment on the preacher’s
delivery more than on the content? A classmate once described his
pastor to me as being “very Evangelical,” because of how he raised
and lowered his voice for effect, and made lots of physical gestures.
But he said nothing about the content of the man’s preaching. He
obviously didn’t get that the word “evangelical” has nothing to do
with animation, and everything to do with faithful proclamation of
the Gospel. Some will judge a preacher to be “authentic” or
“inspired” based on the fact that he doesn’t rely on written notes. So
according to that criterion, I am definitely not inspired, and neither
is the Bishop of Springfield, the Archbishop of Canterbury or St

Paul. Some– and this seems to be more common in liberal Protestant
denominations like ours– will declare the preacher to be “prophetic”
because he tells them what they want to hear, that it supports their
particular agenda. And if it doesn’t, well then, the preacher has to be
silenced, driven out of town and thrown off a cliff. Jesus doesn’t
measure up to that standard.

Inspiration has nothing at all to do with spontaneity or charisma. We
speak of an athlete or a musician giving an inspired performance.
But that can’t happen without years of dedicated training, starting
with what seems like an eternity of practicing scales on the piano, or
playing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star on every string, and in every
imaginable way, on the violin. Prophets know the Word of the Lord
inside out, and preachers spend hours every week studying that same
Word, starting with learning Greek, and possibly Hebrew, in
seminary– neither of which is easy at all!– and also learning about
the context, the historical background, and how to apply it to today,
as well as how not to. And of course all of this is undergirded by
prayer, and a heavy reliance on the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

That last bit is where the inspiration comes from. To be inspired,
strictly speaking, is to be filled with the Spirit. The same Spirit who
hovered over the face of the water at the dawn of creation, who
moved the prophets to speak, who anointed Jesus on the day of his
baptism, also inspires the Church, beginning on the day of Pentecost,
right up to the present day, and beyond. He inspires all her members
beginning at their baptism, and whenever they receive the Body and
Blood of Christ, and when they’re confirmed, ordained, married,
anointed in their sickness, confessing their sin. And he inspires
faithful preachers to teach the people of God about all those things,
and all the Good News about Jesus.

When in today’s first reading it says that the Lord put out his hand
and touched Jeremiah’s mouth, what it means is that God filled him
with the Holy Spirit, he inspired him, to carry out his prophetic
ministry. “Now I have put my words in your mouth,” God said to
him, “ See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to



pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and
to plant.” Jeremiah wasn’t able to do any of that by his own power,
but by faithfully proclaiming what God had inspired him to say. God
was the real power; Jeremiah was just the speaker, the mouthpiece.
Jesus, however, is more than just a mouthpiece like the prophets
before him. He is the power of God. Up until John the Baptist, God
spoke his Word through the prophets. But Jesus is the Word that
God speaks. He was with God from the beginning because he is
God– the Son of God (Jn 1:1). Of course, nobody in Nazareth knew
any of that when Jesus came home and sat down to teach in the
synagogue on that sabbath day.  

We need to back up here and recall the first part of this story, which
we read last week. Actually, we need to go back even further. Three
weeks ago we read about the baptism of Jesus, when the Holy Spirit,
visible in the form of a dove, descended on him to anoint him for his
earthly ministry, and the voice of God the Father was heard,
identifying Jesus as his Son. He’d been preparing for this ministry
all his human life. When he was twelve, for instance, he was found
in the temple having serious theological conversations with the
teachers of the faith. After being baptized, he went into the
wilderness to fast and pray for forty days and nights as a final
preparation. Then, as a sort of final exam, the devil came to tempt
him, to try to scuttle his ministry before it could even get started.
The devil threw some subtle misinterpretations of Scripture at Jesus,
which he corrected and drove the devil away. Then he went to work.
As we read last week, “Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit,
returned to Galilee [his home district], and a report about him spread
through all the surrounding country. He began to teach in their
synagogues and was praised by everyone” (Lk 4:14-15). Finally, he
came to his hometown, Nazareth. 

So what’s happened so far is that he has established a reputation as
a remarkable rabbi and a healer. So when he comes home for a visit,
naturally the local rabbi is going to invite him to read the Scriptures
and preach on them. As I said last week, talking about how
providence works, it was no accident that the scroll was open to this

passage that Jesus read from Isaiah. In synagogues to this day, they
literally scroll through the Scriptures, much like we scroll through
a document on a computer, because they read from actual scrolls, a
section at a time, which can take months to read through the whole
thing. And when they get to the end, they roll it back to the start. It
was in God’s providence that this particular passage was to be read
the day Jesus visited. And even though he had already been
travelling around Galilee, preaching and teaching, this sermon in
Nazareth on this day was essentially his inaugural address.

The passage he read was from Isaiah 61: “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 was one of the key
passages that gave hope to God’s Old Testament people that he
would send a deliverer to their rescue. By the time of Jesus, they
were imagining some kind of military hero who would drive out the
Romans, which just goes to show that even then, as now, people
were reading things into Scripture that aren’t there. And therein lies
the conflict that arose that day.

When Jesus finished reading, the first thing he said as he began to
preach was, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
That set the room abuzz! You can just imagine the hometown crowd
beaming with pride after he made this first profound statement, even
though they weren’t sure exactly what it meant, or where he was
going with it. They marvelled at the gracious words he spoke. “This
is Joseph’s son, isn’t it!?” “What an inspired teacher!” they were
thinking. And that’s exactly what he was. He said as much himself
when he took ownership of Isaiah’s words, “The Spirit of the Lord
is upon me”– which is precisely what it means to be inspired. 

Then things started to go downhill. Luke doesn’t tell us everything
Jesus said that day, but whatever he said next must have led to a big
change of mood, which is why he said, “No doubt you’ll quote to me
this proverb, ‘Physician, heal thyself,’” which refers to the



willingness of a doctor to put the needs of others ahead of his own
or the needs of his family. “And you will say, ‘Do here in your
hometown some of the things you did in Capernaum.’” He had
obviously been doing miraculous things in Capernaum, like healing
the sick. And he could tell that these people wanted to see some of
that. It wasn’t that long since the devil had been trying to get him to
do some magic tricks in the wilderness. But the devil understood
what the folks in Nazareth didn’t. If he could establish a reputation
for Jesus as a magician, then he’d distract them from what Jesus was
really trying to show them, i.e. that he had come to establish the
kindgom of God on earth, in which poverty, oppression, suffering,
sin and death would all come to an end. 

So Jesus essentially told the congregation in Nazareth that he wasn’t
going to do that, and that if his own people were unable, or
unwilling, to see what he was really doing, there were lots of
foreigners who would be receptive to him. That’s what he meant
about there being many widows and lepers in Israel, but that God
sent Elijah to help a foreign woman and her son instead, and Elisha
to heal the general of an enemy army. “When they heard this, all in
the synagogue were filled with rage. They got up, drove him out of
the town, and led him to the brow of the hill... so that they might hurl
him off the cliff.” 

He was indeed inspired, filled with the Spirit of the Lord. But he
didn’t tell the people what they wanted to hear. He was indeed
speaking gracious words, but they were words of grace for all people
everywhere, not just his own nation. The poor that he and Isaiah
spoke of weren’t just the beggars in the street, but all the people of
the world who didn’t know the God of Abraham, and about the
riches of his kingdom. The captives and the oppressed that the
prophecy speaks of weren’t just those in the local jails, but people
everywhere who were held captive to sin and evil. And the blind are
those whose spiritual sight is darkened, the people who don’t
recognize the living God. 

God’s chosen people had forgotten that the reason he chose them in

the first place was so that through them he would bless all people
everywhere, and draw all people to himself, ultimately by raising up
his own Son from among them. So it’s no wonder they reacted
negatively, and violently, toward Jesus. It’s always been a major
fault of humans to react that way to things we don’t understand.
Jesus had come to offer pardon, healing and release, not just to the
Jews, God’s chosen people, but to the whole world. “The year of the
Lord’s favor” that he had come to proclaim was the period of his
own ministry, culminating in his death on the cross, which is where
the world’s captivity would come to an end, where the healing of the
nations would be achieved, and where the kingdom of God on earth
would be firmly and absolutely established. Cyril of Alexandria, one
of the great patriarchs of the ancient Church, said that the year of the
Lord’s favor was “when Christ was crucified for us, for then we
became acceptable to God the Father” (On Isaiah 5.5).

A key point for us to remember is that, just as Jesus’ challenge and
warning that day in Nazareth provoked a violent reaction, his Gospel
still does to this day. In American politics, e.g., you can see how the
Left reacts with such hatred when the Church speaks the Good News
of Jesus into the abortion issue; and how the Right reacts with just
as much hatred when the Church speaks the Good News of Jesus to
the issues of gun control, immigration and the death penalty. But
even though it challenges all the interests and agendas that worldly
politics can dream up, and that worldly  powers try to enforce, the
Good News of Jesus always comes with his unconditional love, and
with the promise of gracious redemption and healing for all people.
For this reason the Spirit of the Lord is upon his Church to proclaim
this Good News in all the world, and to lead people to the cross of
Christ where, by the grace of his death for our sin, he makes us
acceptable to the Father; and on to the empty tomb where, by his
rising from the dead, he has opened the gates of his kingdom for us
to enter in. So it’s just not an option for the Church to remain silent
when the world so badly needs to hear the gracious words that come
from the mouth of her Lord.  In the Name of ...
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