Stump Speech, Epiphany 3-C, Luke 4: 14-21, 1/24/16

Today’s gospel lesson gives us some answers, but to fully appreciate them, we have to back up and first understand the questions. Luke places Jesus’ visit to the synagogue in Nazareth at the beginning of his public ministry, yet before this incident two important things have already happened to Jesus:  He has been baptized and he has spent time in the wilderness being tempted.

When Jesus is baptized by John he comes up out of the water and hears a voice say, “You are my beloved son, with you I am well pleased.”  The baptism of Jesus has more than one meaning, but one is that Jesus is being set apart for an important purpose.  The waters of baptism are an anointing and a commissioning for a holy purpose.  The nature of that purpose is not yet clear.  At this point Jesus simply gets the assurance that God blesses him and will be with him.

In Luke, as in the rest of the synoptic gospels, the baptism is quickly followed by a period of testing and discernment in the wilderness.  Jesus weighs a number of ways forward.  What is God calling him to do?  How is he to be this beloved Son he has been called at his baptism?  The temptation narratives hint at some answers Jesus discerned in the wilderness, but as he arrives in Nazareth the questions still linger.  He has been set apart at his baptism, but to what purpose?  In the wilderness he has wrestled with his calling to bear witness to the way of God, but what will that look like?  These questions await an answer as Jesus arrives at the synagogue, takes up the scroll from Isaiah, and reads what amounts to his mission statement:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”

Now think for a minute.  On this very important day, a day when he is returning home to begin his public ministry, Jesus could have read any number of texts.  Yet he chooses this one from Isaiah.  Why?  As they say, you never get a second chance to make a first impression.  This is his chance to define himself in their eyes.  His audience is eager to hear what he will say and this is what Jesus lifts up.  He borrows from the prophet to explain his own ministry. 
We are about to enter the political season when we will hear a lot about the candidates’ stump speeches and talking points.  Candidates say a lot of things, but there are certain themes to which they return again and again.  It is these core ideas which define the candidate.  If there is any confusion about what a candidate stands for you return to the stump speech.

Jesus is no politician, so the analogy is imperfect.  But it is helpful to think of these words as his stump speech, as the distillation of what he understands his ministry to be about.  And that is very valuable information indeed because there are plenty of different ideas of who Jesus was and what it means to be a Christian.  To use another image, think of these words as the plumb line against which you measure every construction of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  Many people claim to speak for Jesus, here he speaks for himself.  When we pay attention to these words we learn at least two things:  what Jesus thought his ministry was about and what we are called to be as his disciples.
John Updike’s novel, In the Beauty of the Lilies, concerns a pastor who has lost his faith.  At some point Clarence Wilmot decides that the bloodless theology he learned in seminary simply does not speak to the pain and suffering he sees all around him.  The God he has confessed is too distant, merely an idea.  The teachings he has learned and taught are, he says, "twigs of an utterly dead tree…sad sap.”  They are “paper shields against the molten iron of natural truth.”
Though Updike’s novel is set around 1900, the critique is as current as a Twitter tweet.  To often people perceive the church offering a Jesus who came into the world solely to accomplish an abstract transaction:  his death for our eternal life in a distant heaven beyond the grave.  They see a world where children go hungry, the mentally ill are marginalized, and people live in daily despair and they wonder why should believe in God who is far removed from such struggle.

As Christians we can not and should not apologize for the resurrection hope which promises life beyond death.  But neither should be make the mistake of suggesting that our faith is concerned with only what happens after death.  Read the gospels for yourself.  Pay attention to how Jesus spends his time.  You will see that his ministry is engaging the basic concerns of those around him.  He heals, feeds, creates wine for a party, exorcizes demons, and reaches out to break down the barriers between people.  His sermons are not about how to get to heaven, but how to live so that his hearers and all persons experience a foretaste of heaven in the present.  Jesus is about as far from a distant, bloodless God as you can get.

If that is true, then the words Jesus quotes from Isaiah are more than just a description of his ministry long ago; they are our marching orders now.   They are the description of the Jesus we offer to the world.  The Jesus we proclaim is one who is still interested in offering good news to the poor, releasing the captive, helping the blind to see new possibilities, giving freedom those who are in bondage, and proclaiming a word of grace to those shouldering heavy loads.  

Our bondage can be in many forms—hopelessness, addictions of many types, and ignorance.  We can be blinded by our fears and our prejudices.  Our captivity may be literal incarceration or hidden as the shame of molestation or rape.  To all of these we lift up the Jesus who desires a new world beyond hate, shame, guilt, and want.   We offer a Jesus who is not captive to any ideological or political agenda, but is deeply concerned about those around him  Jesus announced that all these wonderful things were being fulfilled in the moment he spoke.  God is acting he says; the question is whether we will see that and be part of the holy healing or try to push Jesus to a distant, safe, and irrelevant heaven where he makes little impact on our lives.
This is not about partisan politics.  Reasonable people can and do disagree on how best to love the poor and serve the needy.  That Jesus calls us to do so is, I think, beyond debate.  Any fair reading of this morning’s gospel reading makes it abundantly clear that Jesus was concerned about the human suffering around him.   In his inaugural sermon, Jesus announced his intention to care for those on the margins.  As a community which meets in his name how do we dare to follow where Jesus leads?
