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Texts: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24; and John 
1:6-8, 19-28

The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenheart-
ed, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; 2to proclaim 
the year of the Lord’s favor.

We heard these words from the book of Isaiah, but the other place we 
know them is from the lips of Jesus as recorded in Luke’s Gospel chapter 4. 
While it doesn’t include every category of person here in Luke, it is the mes-
sage of this prophet that Jesus takes up as his own and seeks to fulfill.

By the time of chapter 61 in Isaiah we speculate that the exiled Israelites 
have just begun to return home from their decades away from their native soil. 
This word from the prophet is a promise that was good news to the ears of the 
common exile seeking to recover the lost years and begin their lives again.

So remembering Israel’s history then, picture it: Jesus stands up in 
the synagogue of his hometown, unrolls the scroll of this Isaiah passage, reads 
these words, and claims them as a mantle for his own ministry. 

When these words are spoken by Jesus, remembered by Luke’s commu-
nity, they recognize this time is different. This Jesus stands now as the Anoint-
ed One long awaited.

In Advent we recognize this Anointed One as that long-awaited Redeem-
er and Hope for all nations. 

The prophet’s words are so rife with symbolism.
Usually those anointed are only priests or kings, but this anointing is 

extended.
Turban, garments, all suggest a priest’s attire. So each hearer of this 

message is lifted to a royal, priestly, honorable place in the community, and 
they are given the privilege of being ones who are also anointed, sent to pro-
claim this good news and rebuild the homeland. 

Have you ever visited the ruins of a church building? 
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The Abbey Ruins which are attached to Holy Rood Palace in down-
town Edinburgh, Scotland, are ones that we visited during a summer pastoral 
exchange.

Standing and walking among those ruins was just stunning and haunt-
ing. You can almost picture yourself sitting in that space 500 years ago with 
the candles lit and the chants beginning.

But, at the same time, there is something profoundly sad about them. 
Everything you see there is just a shadow of what was before. Something that 
was once a place of worship, claimed holy, is now only a tourist site. This place 
that once housed monastics devoted to a life of prayer and service is where 
they are selling coffee mugs and nice soap. 

There’s something sad about that.
Maybe you noticed in yesterday’s Houston Chronicle a story about the 

Malleiu United Methodist Church in first ward, north of downtown. It is a 
century-old African-American congregation that has recently disbanded and 
been sold to a developer to build townhomes. Malleiu has a long-proud history 
about which to celebrate. For that long season it was a holy place.

It will be bulldozed to make way for this gentrification. While we often 
celebrate urban renewal, there is a sadness about church ruins that grips my 
heart. 

The prophet’s call to “build up the ancient ruins…repair the ruined cit-
ies, the devastations of many generations,” was far more important than the 
ruined buildings themselves. It was the faith of Israel that was in disrepair. 

And it doesn’t take much looking around these days to see things in 
ruins. Economies. Jobs. Lives. Marriages. Childhoods. Educations. 

I sometimes wonder what will become of the church of Jesus Christ if 
the poor don’t get good news brought to them. If ruined cities and ruined faith 
are ignored. 
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I sometimes wonder what will become of the church of Jesus Christ if we 
aren’t bearers of God’s good news to the prisoner and the oppressed.

What does the good news of God have to say to frightened police of-
ficers and black males who feel like they have a target on their back?  

This is what is on our news feed today, but we of course have a long and 
sordid national history that we haven’t fully reckoned with on race relations in 
the U.S., particular white and black race relations.

The ruins of our lives and our communities have so many histories and 
reasons layered on top of one another. You know your own stories better than 
anyone. 

God knows your story.
Jesus came to liberate us from those fears. 
How long can we continue to push into the future God’s promise of 

justice for the oppressed?
The day of the Lord we heard from in Isaiah meant a certain thing to the 

people when they heard it first. It was sometimes known as the day of Jubilee. 
Every 50 years it was to be that debts were canceled, prisoners pardoned, peo-
ple returned home, slaves were liberated, and people got a “do over.”

This was one understanding of “The Lord’s Day.”
Scholars are unsure if this was lived out ever in its fullness. And how in 

the world would we ever live it out?
I am sure how wonderfully liberating it would feel to the indebted, but 

what about to those who were owed money? 
Did the crime rate go up the year after The Lord’s Day?
How would such a Lord’s Day look like in a capitalistic or in an intercon-

nected global economy today?
Is this Jubilee more spiritual than material? 
What can we hope for on a Day of the Lord now or in the second Advent 

coming of Jesus?
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William Phelps taught English literature at Yale for 41 years. Marking an 
examination paper shortly before Christmas one year, Phelps came across the 
note: “God only knows the answer to this question. Merry Christmas.” 

Phelps returned the paper with this note: “God gets an A. You get an F. 
Happy New Year.”  

“God only knows” is not a satisfactory answer to many for life’s ques-
tions. It may be OK for you and me, but it is not enough for so many people.  

I think the answer is to be found in the scriptures today and in the 
church’s witness. 

Maybe Jubilee is to be found today in a kind of subversion. What I mean 
is that maybe this Lord’s day of justice is found underground, under the radar 
in places like the church. The Advent of Jesus, the coming of the Anointed One 
is to be testified to by the people of God.

Rather than looking for some form of Jubilee to be passed by Congress, 
let’s not hold our breath! It must be lived first by the people of God — in our 
own friendships, relationships, business dealings. 

Maybe in our thought life and in our value systems, Jubilee can be had 
when the Spirit of God is claimed fully by God’s people. 

Perhaps if we were to claim that beautiful vision of the prophet, em-
bodied by Jesus Christ, places and people like this will be where that vision is 
lived. Where the cradle-to- prison pipeline in our African-American commu-
nities is attended to, where young white and black children have mentors of 
each other’s race so that  
mythologies get debunked and friendships prepare the way for the Advent 
Lord’s coming. 

Perhaps we have to reclaim a theology of Anointing that is not just 
something that the Pentecostals down the street practice or speak but rather 
as a certain authority out of which the church brings good news to the op-
pressed. St. Paul’s church will work on this in this city with other sister 
congregations.
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Our friend John the Baptist was clear about his role and should we be. 
The beauty of him is that he rooted himself and his ministry in the ancient 
story of God and then pointed beyond himself to the One who was coming. 

There were lots of prophets and mystics rolling around the ancient 
world, as there are today, claiming all sorts of mantles for themselves.

This time was different. 
John the Baptist pointed beyond himself. I’m not Elijah, he said. I’m not 

this or that. I’m a voice, saying, this good news is coming. 
The vision that John points to in Jesus reminds us that there is good 

news coming. Better things, greater things yet to come for all who are down 
and out.

The Jesuit priest and peace activist Daniel Berrigan reminds us of this 
truth in his Advent Credo.

It is not true that creation and the human family are doomed 
to destruction and loss.

This is true: For God so loved the world that He gave his only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but 
have everlasting life;

It is not true that we must accept inhumanity and discrimi-
nation, hunger and poverty, death and destruction

This is true: I have come that they may have life, and that 
abundantly.

It is not true that violence and hatred should have the last 
word, and that war and destruction rule forever.

This is true: Unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given, 
and the government shall be upon his shoulder, his name shall be 
called wonderful councilor, mighty God, the Everlasting, the Prince 
of peace.
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It is not true that we are simply victims of the powers of evil 
who seek to rule the world.

This is true: To me is given authority in heaven and on earth, 
and lo I am with you, even until the end of the world.

It is not true that we have to wait for those who are spe-
cially gifted, who are the prophets of the Church before we can be 
peacemakers.

This is true: I will pour out my spirit on all flesh and your 
sons and daughters shall prophesy, your young men shall see vi-
sions and your old men shall have dreams.

It is not true that our hopes for liberation of humankind, of 
justice, of human dignity, of peace, are not meant for this earth 
and for this history.

This is true: The hour comes, and it is now, that the true wor-
shipers shall worship God in spirit and in truth.

There it is. We take heart that the Spirit of God has rested upon this 
Jesus and that same One is coming again. 

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.


