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I hope that passage sounded familiar to you.  Some, including me, have called it “Jesus’ Mission 
Statement,” the reading from the Hebrew Scriptures that Jesus adopted to encapsulate God’s 
calling to him for his work in the world.  This is a favorite passage for me.  Along with the word 
from Micah that we heard last week on the core values of justice, kindness, and humility, and 
Jesus’ own assertion of the two most important commandments (Love God, love neighbor), these 
Scriptures form, for me, the core of the ethos to which God’s people are called. 
 
Of course, had Jesus’ reading of what is actually two combined passages from Isaiah simply 
been his own individual mission statement, it would have stopped having relevancy on the day 
that he ascended to sit at his Father’s right hand.  But as Paul and countless others have taught 
us, we, the Church, are now the Body of Christ, filled with his Spirit and called to carry on his 
work of reconciling the world to God.  This is, therefore, our mission statement as well and thus 
vitally important for us to keep in the forefront of our minds.  Like all good mission statements, 
it retains its vitality for as long as there is work to be done under its scope.  Our understanding of 
it has shifted in some ways since the day that Jesus read it aloud that day in Nazareth but the 
most basic meaning remains the same.  It is about restoring to full and abundant life those whom 
genetics or society or accident have caused to be poor, captive, blind, or oppressed.  It is about 
the restorative justice of jubilee. 
 
Those are words packed with meaning and allusion and I want to spend a little time this morning 
unpacking them for us.  I’ll begin, as you might have suspected from the title of my sermon, with 
the last of them: jubilee.  We get this word in English from the Latin iobeleus, which was 
Jerome’s Latinized transliteration of the Hebrew word, yovel.  In Torah, the word refers to the 
stipulation that every fiftieth year, land that has been sold must revert to the family of the 
original owners and that all slaves should be set free.  It is, in its intent, a year in which all rights 
which have been sold, lost or negotiated away, are restored.  It is a year in which all persons are 
restored to their rightful place in the God-ordered society of Israel.  It is, as Jesus put it, the year 
of God’s favor. 
 
Perhaps, as is occasionally the case, the old King James Version actually has an important 
nuance of meaning here that we have lost in our modern translations like the New Revised 
Standard Version.  Does anyone remember how Jesus’ words about that year were translated in 
the King James?  The acceptable year of the Lord.  Think about that for a minute.  Remember 
that when the Children of Israel came into the Promised Land, each tribe was assigned its own 
land, family by family.  This was done by Joshua according to lots based on the commandment 
of God to Moses.  That is to say, the division of land was, in the theology of that time, controlled 
by God.  The people had what God wanted them to have, which was a fair portion.  In that 
agricultural society, each family had what they needed to grow enough to get by, enough to graze 
their cattle and their sheep and their goats.  This fair distribution was what was acceptable to 
God. 
 
Indeed, it was more than acceptable, to God and to God’s people.  Surely, this redistribution of 
land and freedom would cause the poor and enslaved to rejoice.  That’s how the word “jubilee” 
came to have the connotation of a celebration, such as the celebration of fifty years on the throne 
for Queen Elizabeth II.  But let’s go back to the source of the word that I mentioned before.  Pam 
Scalise will have to forgive me because I’m going to indulge in a little amateur etymology here.  
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Some scholars trace the Hebrew yovel back to an ancient proto-Indo-European root “yu,” 
meaning “a shout of joy.”  The particle “el” in Hebrew refers to God, as in the place name, Beth-
el,” the house of God.  Is yovel God’s shout of joy?  Can we dare imagine that when economic 
restoration happens, when economic justice is done, that God shouts for joy? 
 
I’ve used the word “justice” a couple of times now, even though it isn’t in our passage and so I 
want to step back and look for a moment at part of last week’s Scripture.  Micah 6:8 says, “He 
has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”  I was delighted to relinquish my 
time last week to Carol Calkins.  She’s a beloved member of our community, a fine speaker and 
she had something important to share.  In fact, she told stories about her time in India and her 
family that beautifully illustrated Micah’s word from God, as I mentioned last week.  Through 
their work with the Dalit people, the under-caste of India, Tracy and Marjorie Gipson were doing 
the work of restorative justice that Micah enjoins. 
 
I find in conversations and in monitoring the media and observing life that we here in the United 
States don’t always even show a good understanding of what Biblical justice is all about.  The 
way we use the word “justice” in our society is often about retribution.  When a malefactor is 
arrested, convicted, imprisoned or even killed, we say “justice has been done.”  But what we’re 
really talking about is punishment, even vengeance.  When the Scriptures talk about justice, we 
need to be aware that it is much more a sense of things being put right, of oppressors and victims 
being brought back into right relationship, of the injured being made whole again.  We forget 
sometimes that in the Scriptures the concepts of justice and mercy or kindness are actually 
closely allied. 
 
Our sisters and brothers in India certainly understand this concept of what some call “restorative 
justice.”  This is the kind of justice that the Dalit community of India seeks.  After centuries of 
being classified as the under-caste, they seek restorative justice in the way of education and 
opportunity to rise out of the caste system and into professional positions and political positions, 
taking their rightful place as full members of Indian society.  We also have a system of caste-
based prejudice in the United States.  We don’t call it that, of course.  We call it, among other 
things, the War on Drugs.  I have previously mentioned to you the work of Michelle Alexander 
and her book, The New Jim Crow.  In that book, Alexander makes clear a situation which she 
herself had refused to believe until researching, that through the draconian laws which make 
felons of those guilty of such minor crimes as possession of a couple of joints, the United States 
“Justice” system has created an under-caste composed primarily of black men whose members 
have permanently forfeited many of the rights that American citizens have traditionally enjoyed. 
 
I would further suggest this morning that we have added to that under-caste all of those who 
have come to this country from Central and South America, with or without “proper” 
documentation, in search of opportunities for themselves and their children.  The ongoing work 
of marginalizing and demoralizing North America’s aboriginal peoples continues to bear strange 
and bitter fruit some five hundred years after its beginning.  Nor are those whose heritage is in 
the dominant culture immune from being quietly moved into the under-caste, ignored, abandoned 
and forgotten.  The addicted, the chronically-ill, the mentally or emotionally disturbed, the poor, 
the homeless, the elderly: all of those whom our consumerist society has dubbed unproductive or 
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unimportant continue to face more and more difficult challenges as our laws and practices focus 
on austerity, balanced budgets and “rewarding the job creators.” 
 
If, my sisters and brothers, we are to truly understand the call to justice as issued by God through 
Micah, Isaiah, John the Baptist, Jesus, and so many others, then we must understand what 
injustice looks like to those of the under-caste and how we have been complicit in it.  We must 
understand how our country’s continuing lack of concern for global warming looks to those like 
the incredibly poor people of Bangladesh whose homes are being swamped by rising sea levels 
and increasing storm activity.  We must learn how our appetites are contributing to the inequities 
that plague farm-workers here and abroad.  We must confess that our desires and our fears fuel 
the weapons industries that have manufactured more instruments of death and injury than any 
society realistically needs. 
 
If we are to truly follow Jesus’ mission to bring good news to the poor, we must first take our 
proper share of responsibility for how we have, in fact, contributed to what the poor see as bad 
news, whether it be the environmental degradation that especially affects the places where the 
poorest among us live or the greedy demand for foods grown in remote places that drive prices 
up so that farm-workers cannot feed their families or the demand for security that pumps 
armaments onto the streets and onto battlefields far away from us.  Only once we understand 
what factors are causing the least of our brothers and sisters to weep can we formulate the plans 
under God to help them into jubilation. 
 
If we are ready to bring good news to the poor, can we also proclaim release to the captives?  
Our “justice” system has become more and more reliant on for-profit “correctional facilities;” 
prisons owned and operated by those who are in business to make a buck off of others’ misery.  
Not so very long ago, it was Christians who championed the idea of true “correctional facilities,” 
turning terms of imprisonment from punishment and neglect into periods of learning and 
rehabilitation, answering God’s call to restorative justice.  We need a return to that ethos to break 
the cycle that has created America’s under-caste for so many.  Our young people who have fallen 
into habits of petty crime due to their economic hopelessness and their drug use need to be 
released from the chains of addiction and despair, not further burdened by the life-long chains of 
a criminal record and the hard lessons of prison that move them further into a life of crime. 
 
We have a tendency in American Christianity to shy away from the literal meaning of Jesus’ 
words to his neighbors in Nazareth, which is pretty ironic considering the percentage of those in 
American churches who say they believe in the literal meaning of the Bible.  Instead, we 
spiritualize the message and talk about those who are poor in spirit or captive to sin or blind to 
the glories of the Lord.  I’ve tried to give some concretized examples so far of our holy 
obligations to those who are literally poor and literally imprisoned, so let me now turn to those 
who suffer from physical blindness.  We don’t currently have any members at Good Shepherd 
who are completely sightless but there are several of us who are restricted legally to going 
abroad with corrective devices for our vision.  I’m quite certain that in a day before optics, I 
would have been classified as blind for my profound myopia combined with astigmatism.  When 
I read in the Gospel of the partial recovery of the blind man treated by Jesus, I get it.  Without 
my glasses, I, too, see men as trees, walking.  I sometimes wonder, what would my opportunities 
in life have been in those days?  Could I have earned a living or would I have been by the side of 
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the road with my begging bowl?  And then there would have been the speculation: who sinned 
that this man was born like this?  Himself or his parents? 
 
Those who are visually impaired, even to having no sight at all, have a far better lot in life today.  
But still, the blind, the deaf, the differently-abled of every category face obstacles in life thrown 
up or at least not addressed by the majority culture.  And while we at least talk a good game in 
terms of reaching out to these sisters and brothers through such apparatus as the “Americans with 
Disabilities Act,” what about those whose afflictions still bring about the whispers and the 
shame?  As a diabetic, I know full well how large a role genetics play in my condition but I can 
still be wounded by the well-meaning suggestions of personal failure leading to illness: If you’d 
just abide by this diet, this exercise regimen, all your problems would be solved.  We can 
unthinkingly perpetuate a theology of blame when we say to the obese, “you’ve got to control 
your appetite,” or to the alcoholic, “you’ve got to stop drinking,” when the reality is that for 
some of us a candy bar or a plate of pasta or a glass of wine is a blessing and for others, because 
of the unique chemistry of our bodies, it is a curse. 
 
In addition to healing the blind, Jesus ministered to those with mental and emotional disorders.  
In his day, they were thought to be possessed by demons and in many ways we seem to have 
barely gotten past that stage today.  We speak in hushed tones of those suffering from depression 
or schizophrenia or bi-polar disorders as if they had committed our generation’s version of the 
unpardonable sin.  What they need, of course, is what Jesus offered them – our love and 
acceptance and our commitment to their wellness.  In the wake of the Sandy Hook tragedy, in 
which the perpetrator was suspected to be somewhere on the autism spectrum, a new outcry has 
been made for increased funding for mental health services.  We cannot allow this life-giving 
initiative to die along with the almost certain defeat of the current gun-control measures.  
Christians must speak up for “the least of these” in our society.  We must insist on research into 
the environmental causes of the physical and mental diseases that have blossomed in the polluted 
and high-stress conditions of the last generation.  We must embrace and love the despised and 
feared ones of our day whose only sin is to hold in their systems a combination of chromosomes 
that makes them vulnerable to what others of us ingest or experience without ill effect. 
 
Whatever Jesus knew or didn’t know about his own divinity, and theologians have argued for 
centuries about that, I’m convinced that he had an innate sense of the already-but-not-yet nature 
of the Kingdom of God which he was inaugurating.  “Today,” he said, “this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.”  And it had, because there he was, the Word made Flesh, the Anointed 
One of God, the Alpha and the Omega, bringing all time into focus at one point, where he was.  
And it hadn’t, because there were still so many poor who hadn’t heard the Good News, so many 
captives yet to be released, so many without sight, so many still oppressed.  And so it is today.  
We, the Church in this place at this time, we are the Body of Christ, along with all of our sisters 
and brothers around the world and across the ages.  And still, there are so many hopeless, so 
many struggling, so many chained.  And we are called to be the hands and feet and face and 
voice of Jesus to them.  We are called to be the healers, to be the proclaimers, to be the ones who 
bring the shout of joy. 
 
None of us, individually, can do this all on our own.  None of us can even know about all the 
problems in our world or even in our community.  But we must be as informed as possible.  I 
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encourage you to sign up for the e-mail bulletins of the Church Council of Greater Seattle and 
the Faith Action Network and Sojourners to read about educational opportunities and ways to get 
involved with the cause of your choice.  Act in the ways you hear God calling you as one 
member of the ecumenical Body.  Make a choice to stand against just one form of societal 
injustice.  Choose carefully where you shop or what you buy or who you support with your 
money or your vote.  If all of us in the world-wide Body of Christ mindfully do what is in our 
power to do, we can make a difference. 
 
In the name of our Creator God, who rejoices when we pursue justice, and in the name of Jesus, 
who brings Good News to us all, and of the Holy Spirit, who empowers us to carry forward the 
great mission of Christ, Amen. 
 


