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OSLC Sermon 01 27 19 

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Loving Parent, and from 
Jesus, the Christ, who calls you by name. Amen. 

 
 “What one brings to the table often determines what one finds to 

eat there.”   

Thanks to Stan Duncan, UCC pastor, scholar, and blogger, for 

that observation.  

 (Hold up Bible) – There are many approaches, 

interpretations, understandings of what is contained in this 

book – actually, this collection of books. The fancy word for 

how we “read” is “hermeneutic” – that is, the frame or lens 

within which you read and understand all the rest of what is 

contained here. 

 

 For example, when Christians read Hebrew scripture – what 

we often refer to as the Old Testament – we do so through 

the lens of Jesus. It’s not the only way to read the law and 

the prophets, and our Jewish siblings do not share that lens 

with us – they have their own lens, and an equally valid way 

of understanding. 

 

 Among Christians, too, though we read the same stories, the 

same collection of books, we often approach the readings 

from a different perspective, a different lens, or a different 

set of assumptions 
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“What one brings to the table often determines what one finds to 

eat there.” 

Pastor Duncan goes on to give the example shared by the Rev. 

James Forbes, Retired Riverside Church (NYC) pastor, who 

famously said that liberals love to proclaim Jesus’ words this way, 

“the spirit of the Lord is upon me TO BRING GOOD NEWS TO 

THE POOR,” and Pentecostals and Evangelicals love to say it 

this way: THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD IS UPON ME to bring good 

news to the poor.” 

After more than nine years of listening to my preaching, you may 

recognize that today’s reading from Luke – Jesus’ first sermon in 

his hometown of Nazareth – is “what I bring to the table.” What 

Luke’s gospel sets up as Jesus’ inaugural message, his mission 

statement, if you will, or his charge from God, shapes the way I 

understand what it means to be your pastor, and what it means to 

me for us to be Christ’s church. It isn’t the only thing I bring to the 

table – I find many delicious things to chew on – but this passage, 

for me, as for Luke, is central to how I understand the person and 

mission of both Jesus and those who follow him. 

You may have heard me say that I resisted God’s call to ministry 

for about 20 years. I thought for years that “I’d probably really like 

what I could learn at seminary,” but I said to God and to myself, 

repeatedly, “I’m really not the pastor type.”  

I had in my mind a particular understanding of what “the pastor 

type” is – as I expect each of you do also. It’s what I brought to 

the table. I had assumptions of what a pastor needed to care 

about and what a pastor does. And I had little interest in “saving 

souls” or helping people to get into heaven when they die. I was 
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(and am) pretty sure that Jesus has taken care of saving all the 

souls, and that Jesus has already prepared a welcome for 

everyone in heaven. And I couldn’t quite understand the purpose 

of the Divine taking on human flesh in the Incarnation if the whole 

point of life was to get out of it. So if that’s the mission of a 

pastor…well, then I’m definitely not the pastor type. Which I said 

for twenty years. 

But God is persistent, and at some point I finally gave in to the 

nagging appeal of a seminary education…not, of course, yet 

committing to be a pastor, but at least to see what there was to 

learn. I was convinced that faith – trusting in God’s promises of 

grace, mercy, and love, made explicitly visible in Jesus – needed 

to make a difference in this life in order to matter. 

When Jesus claimed this portion from the prophet Isaiah as his 

identity and purpose, he was making a very clear statement about 

his life and work. Anointed by the Spirit at baptism, led by the 

Spirit into the wilderness to be tested by “ha Satan” – the 

Deceiver – and filled with the power of the Spirit as he began 

teaching throughout Galilee, Jesus acknowledged his God-given 

charge by turning to the prophet Isaiah. According to Luke’s 

Gospel, this passage is at the heart of the Christian message. 

This is what Luke “brings to the table,” and the emphasis is 

balanced on both phrases. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me 

because (God) has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.” 

Luke is shaping a particular world view as he writes his account of 

the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and as he continues 

with his account of the early church in the book of Acts. Jesus is 

attentive to and concerned about the concrete needs of 

specifically those on the margins of society. Those who are poor, 
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those who are blind (or with other physical limitations that kept 

them in poverty), those who are captive and oppressed by the 

economic and social systems of the time that drove them into the 

ground – those are the ones for whom Jesus has particular 

concern. “The year of the Lord’s favor” that Jesus has been sent 

to proclaim is a veiled reference to the Jubilee year from 

Leviticus...an economic and social reset that was to be observed 

every fifty years. Debts were to be forgiven. Slaves were to be 

freed. Land was to be returned to its original owners. Economic 

balance was to be restored so that all might thrive. 

While there is no historic evidence that Jubilee was ever actually 

observed, it was the vision that informed and inspired Jesus and 

his followers. It is in some ways equivalent to the “Reign of God,” 

the vision and future toward which we strive, whether it is ever 

achieved in this world or not. It is the work of the Spirit that draws 

us to care for the needs of our neighbors – the ones we know and 

the ones we don’t know. 

Last Saturday, Jan. 19
th
, about 40 members of Our Saviour’s 

joined with 1500 other members of ISAIAH to share a vision of 

what a healthy Minnesota might look like for all who live in this 

state. Followers of Jesus, informed by his reading of the prophet 

Isaiah, gathered to discuss  

 ways to support the lives of those who struggle to afford 

childcare, or to care for aging parents;  

 to shape a society where those who have been released 

from prison can be fully restored to community by having 

their voting rights reestablished;  

 to bring undocumented immigrants out of the shadows and 

release them from the captivity of constant fear; 
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 to insist that everyone have access to health care and 

affordable housing; and 

 to share a commitment to caring for the environment God 

has given us to steward. 

It is political work, yes, because politics is the means by which a 

modern society expresses the values we want to live by. But it is 

more. It represents the realization that poverty, discrimination, 

captivity, bondage, and oppression causes suffering for all of us, 

not just those on the margins. As the Apostle Paul writes in the 

reading from 1 Corinthians, we are all interconnected. When one 

part of the body suffers, the whole body suffers. Jesus’ good 

news to the poor is good news for all of us. 

Then, on Monday, as a nation we observed Martin Luther King, 

Jr. Day, in recognition of the work of this pastor-turned-activist 

who shared his vision of a society where all are fully included, 

regardless of the color of their skin. His work, too, was informed 

by Jesus’ vision proclaimed in Luke. On that day we asked our 

confirmation students and their mentors to make connections 

between the words of MLK and the words of scripture that 

inspired him. Setting a table for conversations of substance is one 

of the ways we pass on our faith to the generations that come 

after us. 

Jesus sets a vision before us of a world where the poor receive 

good news, where the blind receive their sight, where the captives 

are liberated and the oppressed are set free. Jesus asserted that 

this scripture was fulfilled in their hearing. It was a vision for which 

he was willing to give his life. MLK gave his life, too, in pursuit of 

such a vision. Next week we will hear the rest of this story, and 

what came of Jesus’ preaching. It is not without risk. 
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What about us? What about you? How is this scripture fulfilled in 

our hearing today? In the words of poet Mary Oliver, “what is it 

you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” By the power 

of the Holy Spirit dwelling in you, what do you bring to the table? 

The world is starving for this Word.  

Amen. 


