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“LIFE BEGINS TODAY!”   
REV. WAYNE F. KNOUSE

Scripture Background: Nehemiah 8 : 1 - 10; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 12 : 12 - 28; Luke 4 :14 - 21
Luke 4 : 16f    He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him.  He opened the book and found the place where it was written, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed.” 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.”

Or, as I think Jesus was really saying, “Today you see this scripture fulfilled in ME.  “Today - is when my life really begins in earnest.” - a life in which I will “lift up the broken-hearted, and free those who are captive, and open the eyes of the blind”, (to paraphrase the words he had read from Isaiah 61), words of empowerment for God’s people, words that Jesus adopted as his theme song, as the definition of his identity, the program for a life with high and holy purpose; words that all persons in any vocation could apply to themselves in the desire or with the mission of making a contribution toward blessing and enhancing the quality of the lives of others.
I
Page 2

Among other things what this means is that there are many ways in which persons are saved.  Whenever a person is enabled or empowered to move on, to embrace and enjoy fully and productively the next stage of life, that’s being saved.  And nearly always one or more persons have made it happen.  Could they be called a “saviour”?;  maybe not in the eternal sense that Jesus brought salvation.  Surely our belief in God and our dedication as God’s servants should add something special, something more to the experience of serving others in need along their journey, something of greater impact and power; I don’t mean that others must know you and I have God in our lives; most often they may not know that; but it is important that you and I know it, and nurture that awareness as part of our identity.

In fact there is always a danger that, driven by belief and dedication our direct ways in ministering to others may well be offensive.  People are not ready for this approach.  Old ways and habits die hard; they cling to people; new life means change; the greatest comfort is to live in denial that there’s nothing wrong, that we don’t need to make changes.

Of course the hometown crowd in the synagogue at Nazareth were highly offended with Jesus.  He claimed most directly to be the voice of God.  This was too much; highly pretentious; this man who had played and gone to synagogue school with their children.  Identifying himself with the prophet in scripture could be blasphemous, punishable by stoning.  So there was no way he could deliver to them that day with the good news of the rescue of their lives to a new future in the Kingdom of God.
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In a very subtle way these words of Jesus that “life can begin today”, and the people’s negative reaction to it, expose to us to the reality that here, Jesus was already on the way toward his destruction; right here at the beginning of his ministry, his first public encounter bore the seeds of his death on the cross, inexorable and inevitable; that even in his spirit-filled life embodying the truth of God, displaying eternity in his words and deeds, he would not move these people and virtually incited a violent response from them toward him.

It is crucial for us to understand just who was gathered in that synagogue.  Like most in our churches they were middle class - materially comfortable, established and successful occupationally, largely left alone by the Roman Empire if they paid their taxes, something like would be gathered in most of our churches.  They could not see any need to have their “eyes opened” or their lives liberated.
It is so easy for middle class persons like you and me to live by what we call “externals”, the clutter we gather around us, or the computer technology we are assigned to use day by day; think of it, the possessions and assets we own, and perhaps socially in who our friends are, the groups to whom we belong.  In all of these “externals” is where our identity so often rests.  And we get dependent on them.  They define us.  We assume they will always be there.  I see the crisis of spirit in older people who should move into a senior’s apartment or care home long before they do, and should do it while they have the power to decide, which means giving away most of what they have accumulated in life; which Jesus said would rust and turn to dust anyway, and therefore should never be a priority.

I once knew an older woman in a congregation who showed everyone the way.  She was most devout, could tell the story of a wonderful journey in the Spirit, not without the difficulty of stress and strain, and was one of a purest hearts you would ever meet..  She had substantial wealth as an only child who had never married.  Her father was a lawyer for one of the national railroads.  He had brought his wife and two daughters west in 1911 (One died in the 1918 flu pandemic).  In a few years he built a mansion of a home in the oldest part of the city.  She said he would never allow her to take a job because it might deprive a man with a family the means to make a living, always assuring her that he had enough to provide her with a good life.  So she dedicated herself to living at home and caring for her parents and working with children in the church.  She travelled in social circles with the old established families that had built the city.  Her huge, art plaster, character apartment was filled with heirlooms and antique furniture.  She lived an opulent life in her mature years.

Shortly after she turned ninety, she called me in one day; she told me she was going to move to a care home, to one small bedroom and a place at the table for meals.  She would call in a dealer and clean out her apartment for what it was worth.  I almost wept to see a seven-foot grand piano, an antique grandfather clock, a floor-standing mahogany chest, filled with sterling silver flatware from England go out the door to the showroom of an antique dealer, and the little she got for it all.  But that was her way.  She lived by the Spirit.  She enjoyed several more active years in her new home, simple and modest by any standard.

You know, we don’t think about the “interior” life, the part of us that really makes us who we are and can be, and that determines how we approach life, and what is really important, and how we function with our values, and where we get those values.  Many terms are used to define this part of us - like “wholeness”, soul, or spirit, or the “heart”, dimensions which for so many are nebulous, unclear; especially if we don’t pay any attention to the question of who we are spiritually, and nurture that dimension, to be at prayer regularly about it, to “journal” about it.
As a Minister I believe that my special office and function is to speak to the heart, or to tend the “garden of the heart”; other professions minister more to other facets of our lives; but how the spirit is, will be key to the way we function in total.
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So much of our living to have eternal quality is dependent on the conditioning of the interior life - the heart, the spirit.  You can be successful and effective in life, and still be miserable and terribly unhappy.  Why do we resist so much feeding and nurturing the spirit, tending the garden of the heart?  Why is it nearly everything we do, everything we use, crowds out the spiritual life, or says, in effect, “You don’t need it to be happy and fulfilled.”

Jesus was offering healing power and growth to the heart, the spirit - to lives trapped in dysfunction and oppression and conflict; in persons who could be freed and empowered with a new sense of God’s transforming love and high purpose.  Some persons accepted him and followed him, whom he liberated to begin life again, and unlike most of those folks at Nazareth, these began to see him as the Christ, as the Saviour in the midst of life.
Every single day God offers to you and me the heart of Jesus, so that we are freed and empowered, and saved to do a new thing with our lives.  What are we doing about it? 
Thanks be to God. To God alone be all the glory.

