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This morning, Canon Kevin Nichols will be the celebrant and preacher at the 9:30 service, while I join 

Bishop Hirschfeld at St. Mark’s, Ashland.  The bishop will celebrate and preach prior to their Annual Parish 

Meeting as that church prepares to start sharing common worship herewith us.  Often, on the Sunday before 

Annual Meetings, I have used the sermon time to deliver a kind of “state of parish” message. 

Today’s epistle, coming from the correspondence between St. Paul and the parish church at Corinth, 

would be an obvious starting point.  That little early church parish of the Corinthians suffered from the kind of 

problems that, unlike this church, plague many congregations: an underlying sense of divisiveness and a 

destructive spirit of disunity that saw various factions within the church at odds with one another. 

Thankfully, that is not our experience, but we can, of course, appreciate Paul’s analogy of the human 

body and it various parts to remind us of the unity that we find in our community of faith.  To my knowledge, 

no one in this congregation or at St. Mark’s, has said “I have no need of you.” But instead of focusing on the 

problems of the church in Corinth, I would call your attention to the first reading from the Old Testament Book 

of Nehemiah. 

 

Sometime around the fifth century, BC, the nation of Israel was alive, but barely.  It was then several 

generations after their defeat at the hands of the Babylonians and the destruction of the capital, when the people 

finally had begun to return home from exile.  But their capital, Jerusalem, remained largely unpopulated and 

still in ruins. 

Into this setting came Nehemiah, the newly appointed Governor of Jerusalem, and Ezra, a priest who 

would become their spiritual leader.  Governor Nehemiah organized a two month-long intensive project of 

restoring the walls the city to establish security. And on its completion, a day of celebration wass proclaimed. 

On that day, Ezra, the priest, read to all the people from the first five books of the Bible.  From early 

morning until noon, men and women together heard the story their ancestors’ liberation from slavery in the 

Exodus; they were reminded of God’s giving of a new relationship with the people in the Law of Moses; and 

they recalled the initial establishment of their nation. 

After nearly three generations of exile from their homeland, many of the people no longer understood 

the language or recalled the history of their relationship with God.  So Nehemiah, along with Ezra and the 

teachers known as Levites, took time to explain the words of scripture that were being read to them. 

As we heard, the reading of their history brought the people to tears; for it became clear that the story of 

the life, death and resurrection of Israel was not just the country’s ancient history; it was their story as well.    

Out of the dust and debris all around them, the people’s weeping is turned to joy as they set about 

rebuilding not just their homes, but their entire social and religious structures.  And at the conclusion, Governor 

Nehemiah says, “Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions to those for whom nothing is 

prepared.”   In other words, as you celebrate your new life, don’t forget to give attention to other people who 

are still in need of the basics of life. 

 

The gospel for this morning from Luke records Jesus’ inaugural sermon at the synagogue in his 

hometown of Nazareth.  Synagogues were important to Jewish communities.  They were the central meeting 

place and focus of community life.  And typically a worship service would have included prayers, the reading of 

scripture, and a commentary on the reading.  Most synagogues did not employ professional rabbis, so members 

of the congregation would take turns reading from and speaking about the Scriptures. 

 On this day, Jesus is invited to choose the reading, and he turns to a portion of Isaiah that speak of 

bringing good news to the poor, of providing release to captives and those who are oppressed, and proclaiming 

“the year of the Lord’s favor.”   The latter refers to a time, every fifty years, when the debts of the poor would 

be forgiven, slaves would be set free, fields would lie fallow, and people were allowed to return to the rightful 

homes. 

For both the prophet Isaiah and Jesus, these words of liberation and deliverance were not primarily 

political, but they do point to the worth of all people, and the mission and ministry of Jesus that so often 

addresses the needs of the poor and the marginalized.  
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After he completed the reading, Jesus returned the scroll to the attendant, and sat down.  [Typically in a 

synagogue, the leader would stand to read and then sit down to preach.]   And when he sat down, Jesus had the 

people’s complete attention.   But rather that give a lengthy interpretation of the reading, he simply declares 

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”   In other words, the long-expected Kingdom of God 

was fully present to them at that moment in the person of this man Jesus. 

Of all the Hebrew Scriptures Jesus could have chosen, he picked this one.  Why?  Because that reading 

appears to contain the fundamental vision of Jesus’ ministry.  And if it was definitive for Jesus, then those 

words should be definitive to the lives of Christian people like you and me.  So, somehow, you and I are called 

to hear these words addressed to us: 

The Lord has anointed me?  Yes, you and me.  And our task is to figure out how we might bring good 

news to people, relief to those who are oppressed, and release to those who are captive to the sufferings of this 

word.  Today Christians in Europe and England are now trying to figure out how to provide relief to the 

hundreds of thousands of refugees from war-torn countries who are fleeing to their shores.   In New Hampshire, 

those who need relief and release are not necessarily refugees, but perhaps those individuals who are captive to 

heroin addiction, or the under-employed parents of families who cannot put food on the table for their children. 

To us, Nehemiah says, “Go your way,” eat and drink, but find ways to send provisions to those for 

whom nothing is prepared.  That may seem overwhelming to two small New Hampshire congregations, but 

today’s words from St. Paul give us hope.  Yes, we are to use the gifts of the Spirit that are unique to us, but we 

do so not alone, but alongside others who also have gifts of their own.   And together, we can find ways to 

proclaim peace, to bring release to those held captive and relief to the poor. 

 

There was a famous nineteenth century Polish rabbi named Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, who once 

famously said, "Not all that is thought need be said, not all that is said need be written, not all that is written 

need be published, and not all that is published need be read."  And in today’s season of politicking, those 

words seem quite relevant.   But I would recall another of his sayings: 

“When it is winter and it’s freezing cold, there are two things one can do.  One can build a fire, or one 

can wrap oneself in a fur coat.” 

“In both cases,” he went on, “the person is warm.  But when one builds a fire, all who gather round will 

also be warmed.  With the fur coat, the only one who is warmed is the one who wears the coat.” 

 

You and I, as the people of the Church of the Holy Spirit, along with those members of St. Mark’s 

Church in Ashland, can feel the Spirit of the Lord upon us, because God has anointed us to bring good news, to 

proclaim release, to bring restoration, and proclaim the favor of the Lord.  

For we are called not simply to put on the warm coat of God’s love, but to build the fires that will warm those 

who suffer from the cold of this world. 

Amen. 

 


