
The story of Jesus reading the lesson in his home synagogue always reminds
me of a little incident some years ago at my home church in Weymouth, in the
wonderful county of Dorset, on what is known as the Jurassic Coast, although
that term had not been invented when I was growing up there. I wasn’t
present to witness this incident but through various sources and knowing the
characters involved whose names I’ve changed, I’ve been able to put the story
together with reasonable accuracy, with just a little imaginative licence.

So one Sunday at the parish Eucharist, a pleasant, mild mannered lady called
Cynthia was scheduled to do the Old Testament reading. The church is large
and the regular congregation at the 10.00am service usually numbered around
150. Unfortunately, Cynthia stood away from the microphone, and she didn’t
read very well in any case. And many people, especially the awkward squad
who always stubbornly sat at the back of the church, could not hear much, if
anything, of what she was reading.

After the service the poor parish priest had to cope with many complaints. He
wondered why they complained to him. After all, he didn’t organise the
readers any more than he operated the newly installed sound system. It
wasn’t so much the nature of the complaint; it was the disappointment that
anyone who comes to church and shares in the Eucharist should complain
about anything at all. Where was the Christian joy, and the generosity and
understanding when someone makes a little mistake in the service?

Anyway, he was thankful that Sunday to make his escape to the safety of the
vicarage where he treated himself to a consolation gin and tonic, a large one.
But before he could even take a sip, the doorbell rang. It was old Chalky White,
George to his family, a long serving and very practical member of the
congregation, a sidesman who sometimes acted as verger on special occasions.
I can hear him talking now in his wonderful Dorset brogue. The vicar was
surprised to see him, because Chalky’s usual after-church routine was to visit
the Red Lion, or the Chapelhay Tavern for his habitual Sunday lunchtime pint.

The vicar was even more surprised when Chalky said how moved he was as
Cynthia read the first reading. He was himself well aware that Cynthia was a
wonderful self-giving lady, who visited many people who were lonely or needy,
even cooking a meal every day for one of her elderly neighbours who was very
poor; and how she helped another neighbour, a blind man, by reading and
writing his letters. He was pleased that Chalky made the same connection,
how the words in Cynthia’s scripture reading in church reflected her way of life.
Of course, like everyone else, Chalky did make a comment about her problem
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with the microphone, and the vicar said he would ensure that appropriate
training was given to those who did the readings on Sundays.

Much relieved and consoled he returned to his G&T, which now became a
celebration tipple, and I think Chalky stayed for one too. The passage Cynthia
had been reading was the one Jesus quotes in today’s Gospel. It is Isaiah 61,
one of a number of passages of prophecy about the anointed servant of God:
‘The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me; he has sent me
to announce good news to the poor…’

This message was Jesus’ cue to begin his ministry, as he says: ‘Today, in your
very hearing this text has come true.’ Jesus takes on the vocation of the
anointed servant of God for himself. He makes it clear that he is not content
just to look forward in hope; he has come to make God’s liberating love real in
the here and now, today. He will bring hope and encouragement to God’s
people. He will demonstrate it in the present time by words and acts of
comfort, forgiveness, healing, peace, and he will give freedom to those in
captivity of body, mind and spirit.

When God came among us, as one of us in the person of Jesus, this was the
today moment, the decisive moment in God’s dealings with humanity. It was
the year of the Lord’s favour, and it is a continuing year. God’s good news of
love and deliverance in Christ is still here for us in our today.

And Jesus’ emphasis on the word ‘today’ must also influence our own
discipleship. We have been baptized in his name, anointed by the Spirit of God
in order for us to be ‘Christ-ones,’ or Christians, those whose lives have been
‘Christened’ so that through us, Jesus can continue to walk on this earth. As St
Paul reminds us in our second reading, ‘Christ’s body is yourselves, each of you
with a part to play in the whole.’ The Spirit has come to equip us with a variety
of ministries and gifts within the Church. All of us have a calling and a role in
making Christ known and present to the people of today. And the reading
finishes with Paul about to tell us about the greatest gift of God that each one
of us must embrace and share, and that is love, a love that must grow to be
complete and unconditional.

As we read the scriptures, particularly about the saving work of God in Jesus
Christ, we should be inspired by these stories of God’s saving love which come
to us from the past, but which also enable us to look to the future with
confidence that it is in God’s hands. But above all, we need to grasp the
significance of today, now, the present moment, the opportunities of today to
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demonstrate the good news of God, and God’s wish for a better, freer and
more just and compassionate world.

As Chalky White pointed out in our story, it wasn’t so disastrous that Cynthia
read poorly and without amplification. After all, some people can’t or won’t
hear or understand no matter how well the spoken word is presented. But
Cynthia’s life and example spoke for her. She was actively engaged with the
good news she was trying to read to her congregation. She was blessed with a
particular grace or gift of the Spirit which enabled that good news to come
alive in her. And Chalky received that all important message loud and clear. As
the proverb puts it, ‘We are the only Bible a careless world will read – or hear;
we are the Lord’s last message written in word and deed.’ It is simply not
enough for us to read or listen to the word of God. Like Jesus, like all who are
recognised as saints, we must let it flow into our hearts so that it comes to life,
becomes flesh and blood, in our lives, in our world, today.
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