
 
 

 

 

 Sunday 22nd January, 2023 
 

 
" …to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour."     

 

Reflecting on Jesus' mission, the Jewish law of Jubilee, and January 26th: a day fraught with 
difficulty in Australia.  On the Sunday before January 26th, the Uniting Church across the 
whole nation pauses to celebrate the stories of our First Peoples, and to commit to the way of 
justice in the way our country relates to them. 
 

Luke 4: 16-21     
When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, 
 he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. 
 He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. 
 He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 
 

‘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 favour.’ 
 
And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in 
the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture 
has been fulfilled in your hearing.’ 

      ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

"The Spirit of the LORD is upon me…", he said. 
He went on to say what that meant, what it would look like: freedom, recovery of sight, good 
news for poor people, etc.  "Yeah, nice", said the folks.   
 
Then, he went on…      "to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour".    
 

And something shifted a little bit.  "Hang on a minute…" 

 
About 30 years ago I sat down for my first lecture in Politics at Flinders University.  The lecturer 
began with the question "What is politics?" 
 
After a few random attempts from students, he answered his own question in just three words: 
"Everything is politics!" 
He then went on to clarify a bit: "Politics is all about "the good life", about who gets what of "the 
good life", and the basis on which societies and individuals decide who gets what.  So, 
everything is politics" 
 
At that moment I knew I was going to enjoy politics!  I was required to do some humanities 
subjects as part of my theology studies, and chose politics.  I've never regretted that choice: my 
politics work has informed, enriched, and challenged me as a theologian ever since. 
 
The first thing it challenged was that old adage about avoiding talk of religion and politics in 
company.  To be fair, my Bible studies topics did the same thing – a bit to my surprise at the 
time, Jesus turned out to be very political! 
 
Why am I telling you this?  Mostly, because today – and especially our scriptures – are really 
good examples of where religion and politics come together, and are pretty much inseparable! 
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I'm not going to be party political here, that's not what I'm on about.  I'm talking about politics in 
the sense I just mentioned: "who gets what, how it's decided, and by whom"  (And 
having talked about sex just before Christmas, I thought I might as well go for the trifecta!). 
 
Those famous words from Micah chapter 6 are deeply theological, and deeply political; how do 
we know what YAHWEH wants of us?" he asks, before answering his own question.  "YAHWEH 
has told you what is required: to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your GOD"   
 
For Micah and his fellow prophets, walking humbly with our GOD is inextricably linked with justice 
and kindness in the way we relate to other people and the world around us. 
 
And when Jesus stands up in the Nazareth Synagogue – or when he sits down, actually – he 
claims for himself and his mission, the words of another great prophet Isaiah.  Words, again, 
steeped in the tradition of religion and politics side by side. 
 
This story isn't about Jesus claiming for himself the title of 'messiah' or 'anointed one', but it IS 
about him claiming the role and purpose of one sent by GOD.   
 
That only makes sense of we look at the 'why' of that statement, as well as the 'what'.  We might 
need reminding of that, the people sitting with Jesus would have been very clear.  
 
When they used the word 'chosen', it was with the understanding of being chosen to be a 
blessing to the nations, not being chosen because YAHWEH liked having favourites.  We see 
that very clearly in the words from Isaiah, echoed by Jesus in this story.   Both of them saw 
faithfulness in religion fundamentally connected with the life, institutions, practices, and systems 
of the community.   
 
This is what I mean when I say that Jesus was very political! 
 
The reference to "the year of the LORD's favour" is not accidental.  Again, Jesus' hearers would 
have known that he was talking about the year of Jubilee, proclaimed in the law of Moses.  
Every fiftieth year there was to be a “year of the Lord’s favour.” 
 
During the Jubilee, land was to be returned to its original owners (or their heirs). So in a 
sense, land would be available for 49-year lease, not owned" as such. And indentured 
servants—those who were enslaved to pay off debts—were to be released from their 
enslavement. 
 
This was a notion of economic sharing and justice, a practice of "common wealth", for the 
benefit of all.  And it's unclear whether it actually happened!  Whether it got past the stage 
of a good idea. 
 
We know that it was a religious celebration.  It began with the sounding of the shofar, the 
ram’s horn, and feasting. But the land returning? Indentured people receiving their 
freedom? But it's not clear that it became a widespread practice. 
 
I suspect the fact that 50 years was longer than lots of people lived at the time, had 
something to do with that. 
 
But even though the year of Jubilee may not have been perfectly practised, it was clearly 
still in the hearts and minds of Jewish reformers like Jesus - perhaps on the basis that 
something is better than nothing? 
 
Maybe "the year of the LORD's favour " wasn’t the fullness of what was intended in the 
law, but it was something. 
 
To consider Jubilee means to remember that things are not fair, and that we can and 
should do something to create more fairness, more justice. This is a value that spans the 
millennia.  
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To consider Jubilee in Australia in 2023 as followers of Jesus, invites us to ask: 
 Who are "the poor" ?   Who are "the captives" ?  

Who are "the blind" ?   Who are "the oppressed" ? 
 
What might "the year of the LORD's favour" that Jesus proclaimed look like? And what might 
our part be in that? 
 
We can't do everything.  Neither could Jesus.  But he did what he could! 
 
The Uniting Church in Australia is just one faith community among many working for justice and 
the spirit of jubilee in this country.  Days like today – and what we do across the whole nation - 
are part of that.   
 
Maybe it seems like a small part.  If so, let's take heart from a modern day prophet and fellow 
Jesus follower, Archbishop Desmond Tutu: 
 

Do your little bit of good where you are; it's those little bits of good put together that 
overwhelm the world. 
 

If anyone understood that religion and politics are hand in hand, he did! 
 
I believe that our "bit of good" on this Sunday before January 26th, is to recognise the signs of 
jubilee in this country, but also to recognise that we have more to do in making this a fair, just, 
and kind society for many of our Indigenous sisters and brothers. 
 
"Who gets what?  How is it decided?  And by whom"? 
 
Well that's politics, folks.  And in GOD's name, it's the way of Jesus! 

 
 


