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When [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the 

synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom.  

 

It’s not the most dramatic part of this morning’s gospel. But this almost incidental description of 

Jesus’ homecoming is what caught my attention this morning. And my imagination. 

 

There are those who think that Jesus was opposed to Judaism, that he came to replace the 

Jewish faith he was born into. But here, in that single verse, we are reminded that Jesus was 

born into a faith tradition AND that he was accustomed to practice it as an adult. 

 

That custom of going to synagogue was how he was brought up, growing up in Nazareth.  

 

His faith was cradled there. Jesus grew up in a worshiping community, and learned about 

himself and his faith there. Nazareth was not just a pin on a map. The place evokes a story of 

Jesus’ origins.  

 

It would have been a big day for the locals, of course, the day Jesus came back home. One of 

their own had gone on to become famous. His name was known throughout the region. He’d 

become a teacher in the synagogues. Everyone praised him. There must have been a buzz about 

the town. Curiosity. Excitement. Basking in a little reflected glory, too. 

 

And I think it might have felt like a big day for Jesus, too. To go back home and look around. 

Maybe the room seemed smaller than he’d remembered. Apart from that, the place would have 

been so very familiar, like a second home for Jesus.  

 

This was the place Joseph and Mary brought him every sabbath day … first as a baby, then as a 

child, and later as a teenager (considered a man from that point on). There’s no mention of his 

parents in this morning’s gospel, but they must have been there – if only in Jesus’ heart. He’d 

have given a thought to his parents who prepared him well. And looking around, Jesus would 

have been thankful for the whole community of faith gathered there, for the upbringing he 

received from them, as well. 

 

And then comes the moment when Jesus stands to read. He grew up watching his elders do the 

same. And someone, the “attendant” as that person is described – a leader in the synagogue, it 

seems safe to guess, so someone Jesus probably knew his whole life … this attendant hands 

Jesus the scroll – a piece of parchment carefully handled and lovingly used for years. This 

moment would have been such a familiar routine, and yet deeply sacred. 
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And when Jesus finishes reading the sacred words, he rolls the scroll back up and hands it back 

to the attendant for safekeeping. And then, with all eyes fixed on him, Jesus says,  

"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." 

 

It’s the best-known nine-word sermon ever.  

 

But what do these nine words mean? 

 

The majority opinion, I think, is that Jesus is saying something about himself. He’s making a 

startling announcement to those gathered in the synagogue that day. He hasn’t come to replace 

anything of old. He has come to fulfill the ancient promises he first heard in that synagogue. 

 

Jesus tells those who had gathered that day to hear him that all their shared hopes and dreams 

for the future were coming true in him. They need look for no other, Jesus is telling them, he is 

the one they’d been waiting for, the one anointed by the Holy Spirit to bring good news to the 

poor and release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim God’s favor. This is his mission in life. This is what he was born to do. 

 

That is probably how most folks – scholars included – hear Jesus’ nine-word sermon this 

morning. It was good news, announcing who Jesus is, for those who heard Jesus that day. And 

it is still good news for us in our own day. Jesus is our best window into the heart of God – the 

one who shows us most definitively who God is for us. We need look for no other. 

 

That’s the majority opinion, that when Jesus tells the faithful that day that this scripture has 

been fulfilled, he’s pointing to himself. Then. And now.  

 

And I suppose I could leave it there. Except there’s another way to hear what Jesus is saying.  

 

I notice that Jesus doesn’t say simply that the scripture has been fulfilled in himself. He says:  

"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." 

 

Both the “today” (at the beginning) and the “in your hearing” (at the end) make a difference for 

me. “Today,” as it’s used here doesn’t point to a particular day (now long past on an ancient 

calendar). Today is … well, right now; it’s every “now” for those who listen carefully. 

 

The fulfillment of this scripture requires that it be more than words read out loud. The scripture 

must be heard in the same sense that Jesus meant when he ended his parables at times, saying, 

“Let those with ears to hear, listen.” He’s challenging them to believe in what’s possible. It is 

only in our hearing of it, our internalizing of it, our living it out, that this scripture makes any 

difference. And when you can do that, then “TODAY this scripture has been fulfilled …” 

(whatever day of whatever week in whatever year it is). 
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As it turns out, the verb tense is very specific and precise – and apparently a bit hard to 

translate. It’s not the present tense, nor a single past tense. It translates more like, “Today, this 

scripture is fulfilled and is being fulfilled and will continue to be fulfilled as we take it on and 

make it so.” 

 

The fulfillment of these ancient promises, in other words, is not a “one and done” proposition; 

the fulfillment of these ancient promises falls to you and me in our own here and now, as well.  

 

Episcopal priest Charles Hoffacker makes the connection like this: 

… the way [Jesus] works is through his mystical body, the church. Through each 

of us and all who are baptized into his body, Jesus strives still to live out his 

mission statement, bringing good news to those who don’t have any, setting free 

those chained in captivity, opening blind eyes, helping the oppressed and 

exploited find a life, and unrolling the floor plan that sets out God’s reign where 

justice and peace prevail. 

Jesus still does these things, because his church does them. The poor gain hope, 

whether it’s their souls or their bodies that are starved. The captives experience 

freedom, whether they are prisoners in a jail or prisoners in a mansion. The blind 

receive sight, whether it’s cataract surgery at the church hospital or the scales of 

[our eyes being peeled away, allowing us to see our own biases and privilege]. 

The oppressed are set free, whether oppression is a political regime or a chemical 

dependence. When Jesus reads that passage in the Nazareth synagogue, he 

announces a mission statement for himself and for his body, the church. i 

 

When Jesus says what he says that day, I think he’s trying to make it clear that this work that 

needs doing isn’t just his to do; it belongs to all of us. And it will be fulfilled – or left unfulfilled 

– by us … “in our hearing” of it. 

 

Karoline Lewis, a New Testament scholar from Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota, has 

been Israel, has visited places like Nazareth. She describes one site, not Nazareth from today’s 

gospel, but another time of calling (and then ties what she saw there to today’s gospel): 

There is a plaque attached to the outside façade of the chapel that is built around 

the rock where Jesus hosted this last meal for his disciples. 

… the plaque reads, “The deeds and miracles of Jesus are not actions of the past. 

Jesus is waiting for those still prepared to take risks at his word because they 

trust his power utterly.” 

… I think this inaugural sermon of Jesus is ours to preach and ours to finish. Or 

maybe, not ours to finish, but ours to make sure keeps on happening. Because 

the good news of the Gospel is never ours to finish, but only ours to keep on 

preaching. ii 
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When [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the 

synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom.  

 

Because Jesus had been raised there, it’s easy to imagine him as a young boy, hearing those 

same words from Isaiah read once before. I can imagine him feeling – on that earlier “today” 

(maybe 20 years before) – that the scripture had already begun to be fulfilled in him.  

 

And maybe that’s why Jesus, as an adult returning to the synagogue that had been his spiritual 

home, was so careful that day, after reading from the scroll, to return it to the attendant 

reverently. That’s where it belonged. It belonged in a place where it would be revered and read 

and heard again. And again. 

 

This scripture had been so formative for Jesus as a child. It still spoke to him that day. And it 

spoke of promises yet to be kept by those who could hear the same call.  

 

After Jesus left the synagogue that day, the scroll would remain with the attendant, that the 

synagogue in Nazareth should continue to be a place where the scriptures are read and heard 

… taken in and taken to heart, that they might be fulfilled. 

 

He left the scroll with his childhood faith community back then, trusting it could still speak to 

them and challenge them … and those yet to be raised there. And Jesus leaves it with us, even 

today, with the same confidence that the scripture still speaks and challenges us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
i Charles Hoffacker @ https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/jesus-mission-statement-epiphany-3-c-january-23-2022/. 

ii Karoline Lewis @ https://www.workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/preaching-nazareth. 

https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/jesus-mission-statement-epiphany-3-c-january-23-2022/
https://www.workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/preaching-nazareth

