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As I read both these scriptures this week, I was reminded of Call and Response music. There are lots of 

hymns, gospel songs, children’s songs, where this occurs, as well as R&B, rock & roll, and even 

classical music. It was brought to the western cultures by Africans, usually who had been enslaved, 

and spread all over the western hemisphere. The composition is not complete, is not whole, without 

both parts, just as the giving of a gift is not complete until it is received. The most famous piece I 

could think of was Dueling Banjos! An amazing piece of music. And an earwig for you is “Shave and a 

haircut”. . “two bits”! I want you to think about the calls and responses as we think about these 

scriptures. 

In the Luke passage that we just read, we should notice the emphasis on the Holy Spirit. This passage 

occurs very early in Jesus’ ministry. Not too long before this, he has been baptized, which can be seen 

as his being claimed by the Holy Spirit, and he has spent 40 days in the wilderness being tempted, 

where he was supported by the Holy Spirit. Now he has come home, to the geographic area he knows 

the best. And we are told that he returns “in the power of the Holy Spirit.” He has already been 

teaching on his way through Galilee toward Nazareth, but has finally arrived home and Luke tells us 

that he has “gained a great reputation all around.” It is the Sabbath, and he goes to the synagogue, as 

was his habit. There was a particular order of worship there, just as we have a normal order of 

worship, and at some point, they would have one of the men read the scripture. They would have had 

something like our lectionary, that is, a plan for reading certain things on certain days, and their 

version of “pulpit supply” might have been allowed to choose their own scripture. These were people 

who knew Jesus, had seen him grow up, and were probably listening with positive expectations. Think 

about how wonderful it is to have any of our music scholars come back to us or any of the children 

who grew up here—there’s always a celebratory feel to the day. 

So the scroll of Isaiah is handed to Jesus as he stands to read the scripture. Luke indicates that he 

found the place he wanted, that is, he chose his own passage, and began to read. He reads what we 

know as Isaiah 61:1, 58:6, and 61:2a. These are in passages about the Messiah, as a servant-Messiah, 

and are close to other passages that talk about Israel being called to the light of the nations. Let me 

read them again from a slightly different version: 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to tell the poor the good news. 

He has sent me to announce release to the prisoners 

    and sight to the blind, 

        to set the wounded victims free, 
19 to announce the year of God’s special favor.” 

Jesus was announcing that he came to liberate from real oppressive structures the marginalized—the 

impoverished, the war captives, the poor in health, the political prisoners. He came to turn the 



economic structures upside down, instituting the year of Jubilee (the year of God’s special favor, once 

every 50 years, although rarely really observed) when crushing debts were forgiven and slaves were 

freed. 

If we consider his baptism his “call,” then this is his “response.” It indicates how he intends to spend 

his ministry, and has been called his mission statement. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he 

has anointed me” connects to his baptism, and the next several lines provide a positive counterpoint 

to his temptations: he said NO to false options for power and fame, but here he says yes to a mission 

given by God. And if you look at the big picture, what did he do? He did exactly this, healing and 

comforting and releasing so many from various kinds of bondage (mental and physical illness, 

feelings of guilt, etc.) And the key is once again the Spirit of the Lord, the Holy Spirit. 

This reading would have been familiar to everyone there; they had heard it many times. And in fact, 

they were hoping for a Messiah to provide exactly those services for Israel. As we will read next week, 

he goes on to talk about all nations, not just Israel, which was hard for them to hear. But for today, we 

see that after he reads the words of Isaiah, he sits down (their pattern for teaching) and says, “Today, 

this scripture is fulfilled in your own hearing.” They would have known the context of the verses and 

would have known he was talking about the Messiah! Imagine their surprise! It is a strong and 

confident statement, and clearly his intention to live out the words (as we know he did). It is Jesus’ 

response to God’s call; it is who he is and what he’s about. In turn, we who claim to follow Jesus are 

called to respond in the same way. 

We would naturally ask, who are the oppressed? The captives? The blind? What do we do? Think 

about the unemployed, those unable to get an education, those who are forgotten in nursing homes, 

those who are discriminated or overlooked because of skin color, those who feel stuck in a place or a 

job or an abusive situation. Think about those who have no one to argue or to advocate for them, 

such as foster children or drug addicts. There are people around the world who are oppressed or 

captive, of course, but also in our neighborhoods there are people who suffer from various kinds of 

captivity, including hunger or loneliness. It almost seems overwhelming. But we must remember that 

the Holy Spirit is among us, as it was with Jesus, so we are not alone in our efforts to make a 

difference. 

And if we choose to follow Jesus, and to respond to his call to us, Paul has words to help, as well as 

another reminder of the role of the Holy Spirit. 

Last week, Karen told us a bit about Corinth and the church there, and I’d like to add to that. It’s about 

40 miles SSW of Athens in a strategically defensible place, with a good water supply from local 

springs. It was a commercial and religious hub, known for artisans’ products, especially bronze and 

pottery. As Karen said, there were lots of religions there—it was a crossroads, and on a good route to 

avoid the Mediterranean Sea storms. It was a Roman colony and was renowned for Isthmian games 

that it hosted every 2 years. It was said to have a “generally superficial cultural life”! Julius Caesar has 

reestablished Corinth in 44 BCE and populated it with emigrants from other parts of the empire (by 

force) and with eagerly upwardly mobile freed persons who were unloaded from Rome’s burgeoning 

population. Sailors were transient there, and with all this it became known as “Sin City.” It had a 



reputation of wealth without culture and for abuse of the poor by the wealthy. The church at Corinth 

was known as contentious by many, including Clement, who wrote about it a full generation after 

Paul. There were a few wealthy believers in the church, but most were poor. (Think about Jesus’ 

mission statement here!) There did not seem to be any tension between Jews and Gentiles, however. 

The letter was written in response to matters they had raised in previous letters, and was in general, a 

call for unity among them. Paul wanted to refurbish and reshape their concord, and to restore their 

genuine concern (love) for one another. 

Paul uses a metaphor for the church that is now very familiar to us. In his day and time, it had been 

used to describe various political and social structures, too, so people would have recognized it. But in 

those situations, there would have been a hierarchical structure, with some body parts being more 

valuable, more important than others. Paul turns that metaphor on its head, by saying that each part 

of the body, each member, is uniquely gifted and uniquely important. He talks about the 

interdependence of the members and about equality. This may have been directed at the wealthy 

believers who thought they were more privileged than the others, and would come early to their 

meetings and eat up all the best foods first, before the poorer participants (who worked longer hours) 

could arrive. 

Let’s talk a moment about the word “member”—here it means a part of the body. Our fingers have no 

choice, for example, they are members of our body. Likewise, if we are followers of Christ, we are 

already a part of the Body of Christ, i.e., members. We’re not talking about the administrative 

“membership.” Paul goes on to tell us that each member, each part of the Body, needs to be uniquely 

themselves AND a part of the whole. There is a need for diversity, a need for all the spiritual gifts, 

which mirror the diversity of God’s character. We now know that there are 206 bones in the human 

body, as well as 639 muscles, about 6 pounds of skin, lots of ligaments, cartilage, veins, nerves, 

arteries, blood, fat, and more. And many of us know what it means to be injured or ill, to break a bone 

or pull a muscle—the whole body suffers. When a part of our body is healed, we feel better all over. 

We “belong” together; together we make up the Body of Christ, and are empowered by the Holy 

Spirit, Paul makes clear. Paul is trying to rebuild unity in Corinth through the Spirit. 

And if we are the Body of Christ, what is our mission? Is it not what Jesus expressed in his Nazareth 

scripture? We are called to do those same things. The good news is that we are each given gifts and 

empowered by the Holy Spirit. The gifts are given to each of us, not for our own enjoyment (although 

we often get a kick out of successfully using a gift), but for the edification, the building up of the 

church and the fulfilling of its mission in the world. We are to use those gifts to be a light to the 

world. How do we respond? 

Just imagine this: What would change in our lives and in our congregation if we came together in 

unity with our many gifts and stood here on Sunday morning and declared to God and to one 

another, “God gives us no other day than today to bring good news to the poor, release to the 

captives, sight to the blind, freedom to the oppressed, and new beginnings to all who have failed”? 

Jesus went forth in the power of the Spirit as an agent of God’s mercy to the downtrodden, and so do 

we. 


