Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10

8:1 all the people gathered together into the square before the Water Gate. They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the LORD had given to Israel.
8:2 Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with understanding. This was on the first day of the seventh month.
8:3 He read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive to the book of the law.
8:5 And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up.
8:6 Then Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God, and all the people answered, "Amen, Amen," lifting up their hands. Then they bowed their heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground.
8:8 So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading.
8:9 And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people said to all the people, "This day is holy to the LORD your God; do not mourn or weep." For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law.
8:10 Then he 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."

Luke 4:14-21
14 Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the surrounding country.15He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read,17and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:
18 ‘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,
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’
20And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.21Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’
Stepping Out of Prison
1. The Context of Today’s Reading

There is a reference to “the year of the Lord’s favor” in today’s Gospel Text.  It refers to something called “the jubilee.” God, in his amazing wisdom, placed in his law rules that would ensure that the Jewish people, who kept his laws, would be the freest people on the planet – it’s one of those Christian flip-flops; laws that makes you free. First, there is the Sabbath law, which meant that no one, free or slave, should work on the Sabbath day, and anyone who has over-tasked themselves week after week after week can appreciate this Law; you need time to unwind, to do no work. It was part of God’s good plan to give his people, ALL his people, and any resident aliens who dwelled among his people, a day off every week. God understands the principle of maintaining good mental health.  But just as there was a day of the week that was for rest, there was a year every seven years where farmers were given a rest and the fields would lay fallow – you didn’t plant crops. Part of the reason that this law was implemented may have been to give farmers a rest. Part of the reason may have been that God knew something about restoring the fertility of soil – continuing to plant the same crop year after year depletes certain nutrients in soil, so dirt needs to rest like the rest of us. But the stated reason that God makes this Law in order to give the peasants and the wild animals some food to eat – because the Jews were neither to plant nor harvest in the seventh year, so whatever seeds that landed in the field would grow of their own accord, and the poor could take whatever they wanted from the field. The modern practice of Sabbaticals is a vestige of this holy law – certain professions allow workers to take an entire year off every seven years to pursue particular interests. 

There’s one more Rule of Seven. This was called the Jubilee, and this occurred either during or after the seventh seven-year cycle, in the 49th or 50th year, and this was a biggie: God made it the law that in the year of Jubilee, all slaves owned by the Jews would be set free, and all debts would be forgiven.  Some of us I’m sure wish that such could occur in this society. You can imagine why this would be such a great year for so many people in ancient Israel, and it was a reason for the entire community to celebrate. For various reasons, however, Jubilee did not happen very often; first one must consider that life expectancy, particularly among the poorest in ancient times was probably thirty to forty years, so you might live your entire life in servitude without ever experiencing a Jubilee. Second, Israel was at most times a besieged or conquered nation, and those living under foreign rule would never experience a Jubilee. Third, there was often corruption and greed within the rule of Israel. The prophet Jeremiah (34:13 ff) describes God’s wrath being released upon the people for failing to release their slaves at the designated time. 

So we can assume that, in Jesus day, when Judah was occupied by Rome and most people were living in severe hardship, that it had been a long time since any Jubilee had been celebrated. 

But in Nazareth, Jesus opens this scroll of Isaiah to this passage referring the “release of the captives” and “year of the Lord’s favor,” both clear references to Jubilee, and ends his reading by saying, “Today this scripture has  been fulfilled in your hearing.” Not “It’s going to be fulfilled.” No! It has been fulfilled. 

 Now, from a very practical standpoint, Jesus declaring that this prophecy is fulfilled as the people are hearing it was astounding; Jesus is affirming that “the Spirit of the Lord” has appointed him to bring good news, to declare release, to set the captives free, to proclaim this “year of the Lord’s favor.” It was generally seen as the duty of the king or emperor to declare anyone free, to release any captives. As historian John Dominic Crossan mentions, “From very early on in Jesus’ ministry, it was very apparent that this man was going to be killed.” Kings and emperors and slave-holders do not take kindly to peasant preachers who tell your slaves that they are free, and those guys have armies to back them up.

2. Two kinds of blindness/ two kinds of captivity.

There were, and are, two ways people respond to Jesus’ proclamations: either disbelief and belief. Jesus had been preaching throughout Galilee, and likely there were some true tales and some tall tales circulating when Jesus returned to his home town of Nazareth. For him to read from this scroll this passage from Isaiah and then declare that today this scripture has been fulfilled in their hearing would have led quite a few folks to scoff (“Who does this guy think he is, God?”). So one way we respond is with disbelief. But there would be some who would hear these words and somehow believe that this son-of-a-carpenter is actually doing what Isaiah is talking about. People may have heard about the miracle at Cana, or about how wise he was, about how he had no prejudice toward lepers or tax-collectors. Here was a real people person who was exceptionally gifted and seemed to have the Spirit of God working in him. And people were desperate for a change, someone who could make their lives go along a bit smoother. 
From a very literal viewpoint, Jesus failed to free the captives, to release the prisoners, and (though he did heal a few folks) to restore sight to the bind; we know that he was eventually arrested, tried, and executed. King Herod continued to rule Judah, and Caesar Augustus continued to rule the Roman Empire, and those who were enslaved or bound by debt continued to be enslaved and bound by debt after Jesus’ death and resurrection. A lot of folks who thought of Jesus as a misguided zealot would have said, “I told you so. Jesus was killed just like every other idealist who tries to stand up to absolute powers like Rome. But you and I here in church, worshiping Jesus, the Christ, are here because we understand that he did not fail; in fact you and I are evidence that Jesus did not fail. I don’t think any of us were ever slaves or captives held in prisons. Some of us are nearly blind, and Jesus hasn’t improved our vision. In fact most of us are doing okay –we have our freedoms, we have health and jobs andf pensions. We even have disposable income – we can go out to dinners, buy new clothes, see a movie or play. Most Christians in this nation have never experienced the kind of bondage or slavery that so many in Jesus’ audience may have endured. 

But there is a greater bondage than physical chains can create. There is a kind of captivity that is far worse than any prison can accomplish. And there is a kind of blindness that is far worse than our inability to see physical objects. This is why people like us come to this house of worship. Each of us have felt captivity to a far crueler master than Herod or Augustus or even Nero. We have known captivity to sin. And the reason we can embrace Jesus’ proclamation as “good news” is because we have experienced the “bad news” of the state of our own souls. While we might not have everything that money can buy, we have enough, but we realize that the things money can buy cannot end our slavery to self-will, self-interest, self-absorption. We stand before Jesus as the spiritually poor, the spiritually enslaved, the spiritually captive. We may never have been the victims of discrimination or oppression by dictators or emperors – in fact, as Americans in the 21st century we have more in common with kings and emperors than we do with the poor and the captives. We are wealthy in comparison to the average Jew in the first century, and if we been landowners in ancient times in Israel, we might have used our influence to lobby the king to postpone the Jubilee on account that we would lose too much. Or we would have placed unreasonable pressure on our debtors in the years leading up to the Jubilee, in order to extract as much as we could from our debors before the debt was eradicated. It’s interesting that the reason we are so afraid of having too much debt with China is because we realize that if the shoe was on the other foot, if they owed us a lot of money, we might cause them hardship by demanding payment on that debt. Our fear is that they lack the grace that we ourselves lack. 

And so we come to Christ, recognizing that the freedom we crave is a spiritual freedom, that we are seeking release from that captivity to sin and death. We come in faith, knowing that, first of all, there is forgiveness to those who repent of their sins. And we come here (or at least we should come here) to worship the one who has ended our bondage. We come here to praise and honor the one who has restored our spiritual sight, a blindness that prevents us from seeing the scourge of our own sin, that prevents us from seeing how our own self-absorption prevents us from seeing the needs of others, the kind of blindness that Ebenezer Scrooge experienced in his own obsession with wealth and creature comfort which prevented him from even knowing that his employee had a crippled child who was dying. We come here to glorify Christ who has healed this spiritual blindness.  

3. Repentance begins the new life.

The question is: Do you feel free? Do you feel healed?  You see, some people come to church seeking  forgiveness for sins that still rule their lives. Some people come asking God to merely forgive them for their latest episodes of sin, knowing all too well that sometime after they leave the church they will once again trip up and repeat the sin that they sought forgiveness for on Sunday. And for some this is an acceptable arrangement – the Church is a spiritual washing machine where all the dirt that accumulates in our souls over the week is bleached out, and we can go back out and start getting dirty again. But to those who truly seek God, who wish to live according to his will, there is stirring in our soul that mere forgiveness cannot quell. There is a desire to be cleansed forever, to be perfect as God is perfect. And you cannot find peace until you’ve planted your feet on the path of righteousness. And when your soul leads you to such discomfort, you are finally on the brink of REPENTING.  
Musicians have heard the rhetorical question, “Can the white man play the blues?” Most historians recognize that “the blues” originated among African Americans, and particularly those living in the South; Robert Johnson, Blind Willie McTell, Mississippi John Hurt, and many others. The question “Can the white man play the blues?”  arose because a true-blue blues artist should know what the blues are, should experience the blues in order to play  the  blues. You need to experience extreme hardships and oppression and pain in order to play the music in a manner that reflects the feeling. Likewise, to come to Christ, one must have experienced an anguish in the soul. I hear people say all the time, “I’m not a bad person.” That begs the question, “Are you the person God would like you to be?” If you convince yourself that you are fine as you are, if you find no need to change anything in your life, you will never feel a need to repent, and you are not likely to see any “good news” in Jesus’ proclamation. YOU CAN ONLY REALLY KNOW THE GOSPEL WHEN YOU’VE GONE THROUGH A SPIRITUAL HARDSHIP, WHEN YOU UNDERSTAND YOUR NEED FOR CHANGE. And then when you’ve tried (unsuccessfully) to make that change through your own efforts and you experience greater frustration and discomfort and anguish, NOW YOU CAN PLAY THE BLUES; NOW YOUARE READY FOR REPENTANCE.  

4. The New Life brings us true freedom.

People have traced the origins of the Blues to a style of music that emerged in the South hundreds of years ago. That style was called the Spiritual. And the Spiritual gave birth to another kind of music beside the Blues. That was called Gospel music. Gospel music grew out of the same community going through the same hardships as the Blues did. But while the Blues tends to emphasize deep despair, the Gospel music emphasizes profound hope. One is about being trapped in misery, while the other is about a vision for a better day, and it’s about making that vision clear. It’s about bringing sight to the blind, and releasing those who are enslaved to their own despair. One is about being locked in a prison; the other is about stepping out of prison into the light  

And Christ is that light. God shows us his love most clearly, most perfectly, in his choice to empty himself of everything, and to join us as Jesus, then to subject himself to the horrible manifestations of our nature, to mockery and betrayal and torture and rejection, in order to make a path for forgiveness. Christ died while were yet sinners – that proves God’s love for us. It’s when a prison, in deep despair, begins to sense that perfect, sacrificial love of God that he can step out of those prison doors. 
We need not be enslaved to sin and death! We can accept the grace that God freely offers us. We can choose to be disciples, so that, led by the Spirit of the Lord, we can walk out of our own prison and begin to declare the good news of deliverance to other prisoners, the recovery of sight to the blind, the year of the Lord’s favor, which is whatever year that one accepts the freedom that Christ brings us. 
