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Well, I’m sure that it started out like any other day at weekly worship.  The 

people were filing in.  Greeting each other for the day. Talking about their weeks; their 

work, their families, their struggles.  Shortly after their arrival, the men began to make 

their way into the inner room, and, as they were gathering, a familiar face shows up.  

Later in the service this visitor stands up to read.  Now, this was not as strange as it might 

seem to us.  During a service in any synagogue of that day there would be multiple times 

that scripture would be read.  And any adult male had the right, even the obligation, to 

participate in this way.  There was no organized lay reader ministry.  There was no 

schedule for who was to read at a particular service.  Whoever felt moved to stand up and 

read would simply do so.  And then after they completed the reading, the people expected 

the person reading to speak to the passage for the edification of the gathering.  

Try to picture it for a second.  Surrounded by virtually every adult male in the 

town, this visitor stands up and takes a scroll of the Prophet Isaiah.  He finds a particular 

passage and looks straight out to the congregation and says, as if for the first time, “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, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  He then gave the 

scroll back to the attendant and sat down.   

Everyone there had to wonder, “What’s going on?”  What’s he saying?  It wasn’t 

that they were unfamiliar with the passage. They had heard it many times before.  It 

pointed to the Messiah.  But, this time was different.  It was read as if he was saying it in 

the first person.   

And their reaction was what you might expect.  All their eyes fixed on him.  

Wouldn’t you love to know what was going through their heads, as they stared in silence, 

waiting for the message that was expected to follow?  Something big had just happened, 

but they weren’t quite sure what it was.  They were waiting for clarification.  And then, 

finally, his teaching came.  It was short and to the point. “Today this scripture is fulfilled 

in your hearing.”   

Our gospel passage for today is about identity, which is appropriate for the Season 

of Epiphany.  But it is about identity in more ways than you might think.  First, it is 

undeniably about Jesus’ identity.  It was about Jesus going back home in order to answer 

the question that he would later pose to Peter, “Who do you say that I am?”  And being a 

good Jew, he did it in a way that would be clear to the Jewish world around him.  He used 

the words of the Prophet Isaiah that told about the Messiah, and he told them that Spirit 

of the Lord was upon him, God had anointed him, God had sent him.  On that day, in the 
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synagogue in Nazareth, he proclaimed to all those people that the Messiah has come.  So, 

this passage is about the identity of Jesus, The Messiah foretold by Isaiah.   

There is, however, another “who” that is in this passage.  There is another identity 

that we really need to understand.  Did you hear it, when Donna reed it?  Listen again.  

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the 

poor.”  If the passage Jesus quoted stands fulfilled, we need to understand not only who 

Jesus is but also to whom was he sent to bring good news.  The passage says to the poor.  

But who are these poor?  And could it really be that he was sent to bring good news only 

to a particular economic group?   

Are you poor?  Are you part of the poor to which Jesus is anointed to bring good 

news?   

I think that we often have a hard time with the concept of poor, especially in our 

society that values material and financial wealth so greatly.  I can remember an occasion 

in seminary when I was at a classmate’s house.  Now, I’m sure that it is no surprise to 

you that seminary is often a very lean time for seminarians and their families.  That day, 

while I was in their home, his young son came in with a concerned look on his face, and 

asked “Dad, are we poor?”  His question wasn’t about going without.  While their 

lifestyle had become more simplified, they had all that they needed.  They had enough 

food and a roof over their head.  They would even take in a movie at the one-screen 

Sewanee Theater when a good one came to town.  The reason he had come in with that 

particular question was because someone had told him that he was poor, and it scared 

him.  Poor meant having to depend on someone else’s generosity for your ultimate 

survival.  Poor meant having to give up those things that we are told you that you must 

have in order to be a person of value in our society.  Poor meant not having power and 

not having control over your life. 

Are you poor? 

In our passage today, Jesus tells us that his ministry is to bring good news to the 

poor.  But who are these poor?  Does the poverty that we hear about today have anything 

at all to do with money?  Or is it more than that?  Does the poverty we’re hearing about 

transcend not having a healthy bank account and comfortable, toy filled home?  Is the 

poverty Isaiah and Jesus are talking about spiritual rather than economic?  Is that the best 

understanding of the captivity, the blindness, and the oppression, that Jesus came to 

address?   

Our passage today is about identity.  It is about Jesus’ identity as the anointed 

one, the one sent by God, the Savior, who came to bring good news.  But if we stop and 

think about it, we might also find that it is about our identity.  Everyone’s identity, as 

people who are struggling in spiritual poverty.  Everyone’s identity, regardless of 

economic status, as people who are living in captivity, and blindness, and oppression.   

When we look at it this way, it sort of gives us an uncomfortable feeling, doesn’t 

it?  It makes us want to run off and ask someone, “Am I poor?”  It does me.  And I think 
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that’s good.  Not only does our passage today clearly identify who Jesus is, but I think it 

also confronts us with who we are and with what that means.   

In asking us to recognize our poverty, or maybe said in a different way, to 

recognize what we lack, we become most aware of what we truly need.  When we 

recognize our lack of ability to insure our spiritual survival through our own efforts, we 

then recognize our need of God’s gift of grace through Christ.  When we recognize that 

we lack the ability to define good and love on our own, then we recognize our need to 

turn to a higher authority who can show us the way.  When we recognize that we lack the 

ability to create our value as a person through what we own and what we accomplish, we 

then recognize that our true value never has been determined by us, or those around us, 

but rather by God who created us.  And when we understand, through our poverty, that 

the power and control that we so crave so we can do what we want without limitation is 

not really power and control at all; when we recognize that, then we become open to 

where true power comes from. 

So, are you poor?  I am.  If we are going to embrace who Jesus is, we also need to 

be able to understand who we are, even in the church, and what we have in common with 

every other human being on this planet.  We are the people to whom Jesus brings good 

news.  We are the captives that he proclaims release to.  We are the blind to whom he 

will give new sight.  We are the oppressed that he came to set free.   

Recognizing who Jesus is can be challenging for our world.  But let’s face it, 

recognizing our own poverty, and thus our need for a Savior, is much more difficult and 

scarier.  So, as we continue to struggle with who we are in the story of salvation, let’s 

understand that it is only by recognizing our true poverty that we find our most valuable 

possession.  It is only through recognizing God who made us and what God has done for 

us through his Son that we can find our true value as children of God.  

Am I poor?  Absolutely!  But through recognizing both Jesus and that spiritual 

poverty, I discover that I am rich beyond measure. 

 

Amen 


