
Listening for A Word

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21

To put this Sunday’s Gospel in context, Jesus has just been tempted by Satan in the

wilderness. He resists Satan’s tempting offers. The first place that Luke takes Jesus is back to his

hometown synagogue in Nazareth. The first time we see Jesus in action, Jesus is reading from the

ancient words of the prophet Isaiah, and then he interprets the words of scripture through a sermon.

Jesus reading scripture and preaching scripture are the first ways we meet Jesus.

Note that Jesus comes to Nazareth in the power of the Spirit. He had actually been

strengthened by the experience of his encounter with evil. He has gone out to Galilee, showing

Jesus’s determination, at the very beginning, to reach out even to the Gentiles. Now he comes back

to his own in his own hometown. And what does the Spirit empower Jesus to do? To preach God’s

word. The Spirit brings God’s word to speech.

The challenge is how that word comes to us once it is unleashed and empowered by God. Will

Willimon tells a story about the impact one of his sermons had on a young woman:

“I was surprised to receive a letter from her. I hadn’t heard from her since her graduation from college.

Life had taken a twist since I knew her as a college undergraduate:

I defied my parents, just like I told you I would, and went into high school teaching.

I figured that was the end of my rebellion. God had other plans.

A friend talked me into teaching a class at the Central Correctional Institution. Life-changing. So, one thing led

to another and, long story short, I’ve quit my job with the school system, downsized to a studio apartment, sold

most of what I had, and now I’m teaching four classes a week at the prison. Loving every minute.

How did I end up here? I wouldn’t have known this is what God wanted out of me if it had not been for that
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sermon you preached about eight years ago, the one about the rich man and Jesus. You said that when Jesus

told him to go, sell all he had and follow him, the man just walked away. Then you asked, ‘Got the guts to

follow Jesus?’

That’s when it clicked. I wouldn’t have known a crazy God’s crazy plans for me if it hadn’t been for your crazy

sermon.

Gratefully, Jane

Willimon then commented: “Sorry, psychology, sociology, gender studies, and

economics—you lack the means to explain this woman’s testimonial. Jane’s story is vindicated only

by what we preachers venture on a weekly basis: God actually condescends to speak through

ordinary, finite, frail, limited, sinful human creatures like preachers.”

In my better moments, I know this to be true—God speaks, reveals and discloses through

preaching. As Paul says, “faith comes through hearing” (Romans 10:17). The Christian faith is an

auditory phenomenon, an acoustical affair. You can’t be born with the Christian faith—somebody has

got to tell it to you, and a primary way that you get told the Christian faith is through preaching.

In my worst moments, I have my doubts about the effectiveness of preaching. Our attention

spans grow shorter. People have so many distractions. The one-way communication of preaching

seems so archaic and old fashioned. How many places do you go in a given week when there’s one

person standing up and talking and you can’t talk back? Additionally, preaching—if it aspires to be

Christian—deals with biblical texts. And the Bible can sound so obscure and hard to comprehend.

Still, preaching seems to be a primary way that a living, revealing God chooses to get through

to us. In today’s first lesson, from the prophet Nehemiah. The exiles return from exile and begin the

laborious process of rebuilding their city walls. During the rebuilding of the wall, a scroll is found. It’s
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scripture, long lost to the exiles. So the whole city does what God’s people have done through the

ages. They gather for a public reading and interpretation of the word. When these words, long lost to

God’s people, are read, the people we rejoice and repent in response to the words that they have

heard.

As we gather this morning, we gather in continuity with these ancient Jews as we listen to

God’s word read and then preached. And whether your response is sad repentance or happy

rejoicing, this is the dynamic that is at the heart of our faith. God chooses to speak through these

ancient words.

Nehemiah tells us of the people gathering to hear the word and I hope none of them were

planning on a short message that day! They stood and listened to the word and the interpretation of

the word for over three hours. Back in the day, when we could still meet in person, I don’t doubt the

sanctuary would have been cleared out after an hour and half!

Once God promised, “I’ll take you as my people, and I’ll be your God. You will know that I, the

Lord, am your God” (Exodus 6:7) a preacher’s faithful preaching and a congregation’s faithful hearing

became the impossible possibility.

I know, I know. Sometimes preaching doesn’t really work, even when Jesus himself is doing

the preaching. In this Sunday’s Gospel, Luke introduces Jesus by taking him to his hometown

synagogue in Nazareth. Don’t you find it interesting that the first time we see Jesus in action, it’s as a

preacher. Jesus reads from the ancient words of the prophet Isaiah, and then he interprets the words

of scripture in a sermon. Jesus reading scripture and preaching scripture, a congregation listening

and responding positively or negatively (and, next Sunday we’ll hear about the congregation’s violent,

negative response), here is an image of the core of Jesus’s ministry and a picture of God’s chosen

people at worship.
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Jesus says that “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” quoting an ancient text from Isaiah. And

what does the Spirit empower Jesus to do? To preach God’s word. The Spirit brings God’s word to

speech, the Spirit takes an ancient text, preached first a long time ago in a very different con- text,

and makes the text speak to us in our present situation.

And just as Isaiah’s ancient words came alive for the congregation (for good or ill!) as Jesus

preached, so it’s possible that Jesus’s ancient words come alive for this congregation (for better or

worse!) when I preach. A passage from scripture that had meaning in its original context in the days

of the prophet Isaiah, is now given fresh, relevant meaning for the folk at the synagogue at Nazareth

and a pas- sage from Luke is made relevant for us today.

Those of you who know me and my all-too-evident human limitations and failings may sense

that this is an outrageous claim—that God takes these all-too-human words and, by the power of the

Holy Spirit, makes them God’s word. But that’s the claim that’s at the heart of both the Old Testament

and the New Testament lessons this Sunday. And it’s the bodacious claim that lies at the heart of

what we expect to do here every Sunday. For reasons known only to God, the reading and preaching

of scripture is the primary way that God reveals God’s self to us. Thus the Old Testament scholar

Walter Brueggemann says of church, “This peculiar community is not self-generated but understands

itself in terms of a special authorization in a script available for steady and regular, attentive

reiteration,” that is, through preaching.

That’s why I’m up here talking—praying that through my utterly human words God may

speak—and that’s why you’re there listening—praying that through the utterly human words of

scripture and the utterly human words of the sermon—God may speak.

I know that not every Sunday do you emerge muttering, “Wow, God really spoke to me today

during the sermon.” Jesus spoke and his words caused a riot (we’ll talk more about that next
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Sunday). His good news didn’t come across to them as good.

But on more Sundays than not, by the work of the Holy Spirit and your own generous listening,

God speaks. You hear a word that is not self-derived. You come forth having been addressed,

hearing a word you could not have spoken to yourself, a word greater than my frail human words.

Then, by the grace of God, you are able to say, “Well, I guess Paul was telling the truth. Faith, this

faith really does come through hearing.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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