Epiphany 3 2006 10am
Perhaps you are different but for most people, I think, January feels like the coldest and flattest month of the year. The last needles have long since fallen off the Christmas tree and its remains have probably now gone on their way in our brown wheelie-bins. The access or visa bill has arrived for expensive December. The tax-return deadline looms. Holidays seem a long way off. The tentative, greyish light of winter afternoons yield to the unwelcoming dark of winter nights. And then this last week we have had the storms.
We've observed Epiphany. The Wise Men have followed their star to where the Christ child lay. We've listened hopefully to stories of God made manifest in Jesus. Jesus has stepped out into the Jordan to receive baptism from John – his sort of public graduation as it were. Last Sunday's Gospel revealed Jesus' first miracle at the Wedding Feast in Cana. But for us churchgoers nothing much has really happened, and now it's January - the bleak midwinter.
Well, in today's Gospel, we might say that, like us, Jesus goes to church. He goes on the Sabbath to his hometown synagogue in Nazareth, and he stands up to do the reading. The passage Jesus chooses to read is yet one more echo from the poetic book of Isaiah, from which we hear a good deal in the Gospels– and this echo is one that might also be familiar to us because it has also found its way into Handel's Messiah: "Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people (Isaiah 40:1)," and "Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows (53:4)." Jesus reads: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because the Lord 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"
Even on the dullest of winter days, we might ponder the words Jesus has spoken. I doubt if there is not one of us whose spirit couldn't use some cheering, whose hopes couldn't use a little fortifying. There is something in that phrase “good news” (or "good tidings", as it is sometimes translated) that hearkens back to the keen expectation of Christmastime.
This whole story from the fourth chapter of Luke (verses 14 through 30), generally is regarded as the beginning of Jesus' ministry in Luke's gospel. Luke, in his telling of these events, is keen to skilfully maximize their dramatic effect. Jesus reads; he hands back the scroll; he sits down. Then, he drops his bombshell “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” And in the verses that follow, which we will hear in next Sunday’s Gospel passage, the trouble really starts when they say: "Isn't this Joseph's son?", and as we shall hear "They rose up, ran him out of town, and led him to the brow of the hill… ." Making sense of this rejection will perhaps be the subject of next week’s sermon. But today we dwell on these first intimations of the Saviour's glory, as it shines forth in verses eighteen and nineteen: good news to the poor, sight to the blind, release to captives. Today what is important is that the words of Christ, his manifesto-like use of the prophecy of Isaiah, sinks deep into our braced-for-winter, post-Christmas hearts. Christ himself is our welcome news, our anointed one, our promise that God will be with us and will liberate us to our fullest humanity.
It is very interesting that in quoting that passage from Isaiah (which incidentally is in Isaiah 61vv1-2 if you want to look at it later) Jesus chooses to leave out a few significant words from the prophecy which refer to the “day of vengeance of our God”. We know elsewhere that Jesus has no qualms about talking about judgment and other apocalyptic concerns. Think of the parable of the sower for example. But here, right at the start he chooses not to do so. Here he wants to focus solely on God’s grace, rather than his judgment, as if, at least at the start, this is what matters most. God as it were gives, before he ever thinks of taking or judging, and maybe there is something important in that for us, as we too bring Christ’s good news to this world. 
The language of liberation has perhaps become so commonplace in our world in recent years that we may not hear the urgency and daring of what Jesus is saying. To declare that the captives and the oppressed should go free, and that this action results directly from the will of God, suggests that already the kingdom of God is as hand. A quite revolutionary claim. Luke again and again calls up this theme in his Gospel with his stories of Jesus’ inclusion of outcasts and undesirables. And likewise the idea of recovery of sight figures large in Jesus’ developing story, for he not only gives sight to the physically blind but enables others to see what has been hidden. By the same token, those who thought they could see find themselves blinded, and still others refuse to see what is put before their eyes. “The year of the Lord’s favour” may refer to the jubilee year when debts were cancelled, and property returned to their original owners. If so, what Luke here signals is the claim that the gospel demands a certain attitude about possessions. Followers of Jesus will find that they are expected to share what they have with others. Indeed Luke reserves some of his harshest words for those who use money irresponsibly, especially for those who might use the Gospel for personal gain.
So this Gospel is meant to cheer us at a possibly dark and depressing time of the year, with a powerful vision of what lies ahead for us and for this world through Christ’s being with us. And it is a rallying call, designed to stir us to be a part of what Jesus brings, and a manifesto for what our journeying with him will involve. All of these things that Isaiah foresaw and Jesus claimed to himself are coming to pass in him, and through us, his followers. "Renew your people with your heavenly grace" beseeches the Collect for this Third Sunday After the Epiphany as we contemplate this reality, "and in all our weakness sustain us by your mighty power; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who is alive and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever." 
