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61 The Lord God’s spirit is upon me, 
    because the Lord has anointed me. 
He has sent me 
    to bring good news to the poor, 
    to bind up the brokenhearted, 
    to proclaim release for captives, 
        and liberation for prisoners, 
2  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor 
        and a day of vindication for our God, 
    to comfort all who mourn, 
3  to provide for Zion’s mourners, 
    to give them a crown in place of ashes, 
    oil of joy in place of mourning, 
    a mantle of praise in place of discouragement. 
They will be called Oaks of Righteousness, 
    planted by the Lord to glorify himself. 
4 They will rebuild the ancient ruins; 
    they will restore formerly deserted places; 
    they will renew ruined cities, 
    places deserted in generations past. 
5 Foreigners will stay and shepherd your sheep, 
    and strangers will be your farmers and vinedressers. 
6 You will be called The Priests of the Lord; 
    Ministers of Our God, they will say about you. 
You will feed on the wealth of nations, 
    and fatten[a] yourself on their riches. 
7 Instead of shame, their[b] portion will be double; 
    instead of disgrace, they will rejoice over their share. 
They will possess a double portion in their land; 
    everlasting joy will be theirs. 
8 I, the Lord, love justice; 
    I hate robbery and dishonesty.[c] 
I will faithfully give them their wage, 
    and make with them an enduring covenant. 
9 Their offspring will be known among the nations, 
    and their descendants among the peoples. 
All who see them will recognize 
    that they are a people blessed by the Lord. 
10 I surely rejoice in the Lord; 
    my heart is joyful because of my God, 
    because he has clothed me with clothes of victory, 
    wrapped me in a robe of righteousness 
    like a bridegroom in a priestly crown, 
    and like a bride adorned in jewelry. 
11 As the earth puts out its growth, 
    and as a garden grows its seeds, 
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    so the Lord God will grow righteousness and praise before all the nations. -Common 
English Bible 

A seminary professor tells this story of the day she went to a student-led chapel 

service in a foul mood.  She had been listening to beginner sermons all week and she just 

didn’t think she could stomach yet another one.  She supposes she should have been 

relieved when the student in charge for the day announced that he wouldn’t be 

preaching a sermon, but what he did intend to do brought dread to her heart.  “Today,” 

he announced enthusiastically, “we’re going to have a healing service.”   

Her heart sank with this announcement.  She knows such cynicism is unbecoming 

for a seminary professor, but it had been a difficult year, no, a difficult decade, and in 

her words, “In my battle scarred state I was inclined to become impatient with the 

simplistic way some of my young, fresh-faced students interpreted ‘Ask and it will be 

given to you.’” 

Several healing stations were set up around the room and she picked the one where 

she anticipated the least amount of damage might be done.  She knelt down in front of 

an eager seminarian who asked her if there was anything special for which she desired 

prayer and this professor, Carol, smiled, shook her head, and requested a prayer of the 

generic variety.   

I quote again, “I knew I was in trouble the moment she began.  ‘Lord,’ she prayed, 

her hands gently enfolding my head, ‘we ask that you would give Carol JOY!’  No, no, my 

mind objected.  You don’t understand my situation.  Pray for patience, or endurance.  

But not joy.  Joy is clearly out of the question.  But she kept right on praying, each 

request more extravagant than the last.  No matter how I raised my mental defenses, I 

could not seem to stem the exuberant tide.”  The student kept on praying, and praying 

with reckless abandon, undaunted by Carol’s depression, asking for what Carol would 

never dare to ask for herself for fear of disappointment, and before the student and God 

were done with Carol, she was weeping.  With joy, she supposes, though she notes one 

never can be sure what form joy will take.   

We’ve arrived at the week of joy in the four week season of Advent.  And I think 

many of us are feeling rather like Carol.  Joy seems a rather extravagant request— 
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patience, endurance, a vaccine…. these feel more reasonable.  This week we have in the 

background of our focal image, images of social strife, the conflict that has emerged in 

our struggles over ongoing racial injustice.  Several of you have told me lately that it 

depresses you to go downtown and see buildings boarded up and covered in graffiti.  

Many if not all of us have been deeply troubled by the videos and images of violence, 

particularly at the hands of police, that have filled the media this year.  Many more of 

you have talked to me of the heavy grief you feel as the number of tents all throughout 

our city streets seem to be exponentially increasing. All throughout our city struggles are 

playing out between city officials and unhoused people as tent communities and tiny 

home communities are swept one after another, displaced people displaced again.  And 

of course there’s everything else that weighs us down— the rising numbers of sick and 

dying people, the number of people displaced by natural disasters, the number of people 

out of work, the number of people sinking into depression after months of isolation…. 

And we should feel joy? That feels rather… inappropriate, perhaps. 

Last week we heard the prophet Joel speaking about the promised gift of the Spirit.  

And this week, through the prophet Isaiah, we hear about what the gift of the Spirit 

makes possible… good news for the poor, the binding up of the brokenhearted, release 

for captives, liberation for prisoners, a year of the Lord’s favor, a day of vindication, 

comfort for those who mourn, the rebuilding of ruins, the restoration of deserted places, 

the renewal of cities…. And all through the prophet’s oracle what pops up again and 

again?  Joy.   

He’s talking to the poor.  He’s talking to the brokenhearted.  He’s talking to captives 

and prisoners.  He’s talking to mourners.  He’s talking to a people after exile who are 

surrounded by rubble.  They may be home in Zion, but… what’s left of Zion?  These were 

not joyful circumstances.  They were hard and oppressive circumstances.  But the Spirit 

of the Lord is upon the prophet and just as the prophet Joel suggested, the prophet sees 

visions— visions of renewed jubilee— that ancient Israelite practice of economic justice, 

one year in every fifty when debts are forgiven, slaves are freed, property is returned to 

its original owners— that’s what “the year of the Lord’s favor” means… Jubilee! He sees 

a vision of a people dressed up by their God and working hard together for the good of 

everyone, a righting of all that is wrong, a healing of all broken relationships, and 
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enough… abundance… a double portion.  Though generations have suffered, for 

generations to come blessing is promised.  Jubilee! 

God, by God’s Spirit grants vision and heals hearts; this is God’s faithfulness to 

God’s people.  Our reflective faithfulness is to align ourselves with the justice God loves, 

making ourselves agents of good news for the poor,  binding up of the brokenhearted, 

release for captives, liberation for prisoners, comfort for mourners, for all people—  

Jubilee!  In my experience, when I find ways to further justice between people, this 

allows me to tap into a deeper joy than anything else does.  Even though the work is 

mighty— we’re looking at rubble, we’re looking at injustice that has lasted for 

generations— when we let God’s Spirit stir us to bring good news the poor… joy 

emerges.   

This is actually what Christmas is all about.  That baby whose birth we’ll be 

celebrating in a few weeks… he grew to live a perfectly faithful human life, revealing the 

perfect faithfulness of God… and the beginning of this chapter from Isaiah…. It was his 

mission statement, the text he chose for his first hometown sermon, as we heard in our 

Gospel reading today--  Jubilee!  And even think about the way the Christmas story is 

told.  God is born in human flesh, in a stable… laid in hay… homeless…. poor… and the 

first to hear the good news of his birth were poor shepherds…. And he was born in a 

land and at a time when no boy babies were safe… he was a refugee in Egypt in his 

earliest years.  Jesus is fully identified with the poor and dispossessed.  And we as the 

body of Christ share in that identification.  Most of us are not poor and dispossessed.  

But we can have a heart for the poor and dispossessed... by God's Spirit we can be the 

bearers of good news to the poor and dispossessed, proclaiming "Jubilee!” 

Our scripture reading this morning stacks up metaphors, the last being of seeds that 

grow.  I heard a 99 year old woman interviewed by Sam Sanders this past week.  He said 

to her “You know, this year has been so hard and so painful for a lot of people for so 

many reasons. And I've talked to so many people this year who are just kind of out of 

hope and they're not feeling too hopeful for the future. Are you hopeful for the future 

right now?” Without hesitation she replied, “Yes.” “Why?” He queried. “Yes, yes. Yes, 

because there are seeds in the ground that will come up.  
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“When I was in school in Germany, we went on a school trip. And there was, in the 

ruins, a flower between the stones. And it always happens. 

“There is a song in German. It says ‘Ein neues leben bluht aus den ruinen’- a new 

life will blossom out of the ruins.” 

Because we know seeds are in the ground, because we know God brings new life 

out of ruins, it always happens, because we know God took on flesh and lived a 

perfectly faithful human life of transformative love… we can let God’s Spirit build us up 

and lead us to building up our community and world.  And we can rejoice. No matter 

what. Jubilee! 
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