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Liberation Station 
Luke 4:14-21 
Reading:  Luke 4:14-21 
Jesus Rejected at Nazareth

 14Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. 15He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him. 

 16He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. 17The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:
 18"The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
      because he has anointed me
      to preach good news to the poor.
   He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
      and recovery of sight for the blind,
   to release the oppressed,
    19to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour."

 20Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, 21and he began by saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing."

Sermon

A couple of weeks ago, Sue and I were away in Jersey. It’s the largest of the Channel Islands and these days it’s best known as a holiday destination and tax haven. It’s a great place to go on holiday because it’s about 100 miles south of the English coast, so the temperature is usually a few degrees warmer than here. And about 40 years ago the tax laws were changed so favourably that now there’s about £125 billion deposited in the banks on the island. The result is that there are many multi-millionaire tax exiles living there and their stunning houses with magnificent sea views can be seen all around the coast.   
But Jersey hasn’t always been wealthy. The clues for that are the strongly built concrete fortifications that are dotted about on various vantage points. These were built in the last war, not by the British to keep out the Nazis, but built by the Nazis to keep out the British. For Jersey was occupied by the Nazis from 1940-1945. The Islanders have always been British, but for those 5 years they were under Nazi domination. As soon as war broke out Hitler was very keen to occupy some British land as soon as possible and Jersey, being so close to France, was comparatively easy to overrun. 
The true horrors of living on an occupied island are difficult for us to imagine. Suddenly you are no longer free to do what you want – far from it. When the Nazi army arrived all contact with the outside world was banned. Anyone caught with a radio was imprisoned. One man was brought to tears because he had to kill all his prize carrier pigeons. Travelling on the island was restricted and nobody was allowed to go out at night. No meetings of local people were allowed. Food became very scarce.  So much so that  people were soon starving. For the Islanders life became a living hell. One woman who, as a teenager, lived through that time, has written, “From 1940 to 1945 I can truthfully say that I experienced the greatest trials, fears and anxieties that can be contained in anyone’s lifetime. I can only hope that neither my descendants nor I will ever see an occupying force reach our shores again”. 
The importance of Jersey’s eventual release from occupation was brought home to me when I was out on my early morning run (I hope you are impressed!) and saw a bus whose clearly displayed destination was “Liberation Station”. After those war years Jersey will never forget the importance of freedom.  
I feel I ought to apologize for describing this horrendous picture of what occupation by a foreign power is like. But to get the full relevance of this morning’s reading we need to understand the nightmare of occupation. Because that was the situation facing the Jews in the 1st century as for over 90 years Israel had been occupied by the Romans. 
The Romans insisted on a harsh set of rules for the Jews. For instance any Roman army officer, at any time, without warning, could legally force a Jewish boy to carry the soldier’s heavy pack for him for a mile.  
It was against this background of severe occupation that a young man came to the synagogue in Nazareth one morning.  He already had a reputation. He taught like nobody else taught. And the sick people – one minute they were lying on the ground; the next, after a word from him, they were on their feet! 
And here he was, in Nazareth, his home village. Having heard what he’d done the leaders of the synagogue asked him back to preach. The attendant handed him the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. The synagogue was packed but not everyone realized who the guest speaker was to be that morning. Someone nudged old Rabbi Isaacson in the ribs. He woke up with a start: “I know that young man” he whispered. “He’s Joseph’s son. He repaired a table of mine and he even made some of these chairs we’re sitting on here”.  
When the young man took the scroll he found the place he was looking for. He read this passage, “The Spirit of the Lord  is on me because he has anointed me to preach Good News to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind. To release the oppressed; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” 
Silence. All eyes were on him. In those days rabbis sat down to preach. So, after he’d read the passage he sat down. He started by stating that today , right there and then this prophecy had come true in their hearing. This was a new type of teaching indeed. At first it sounded fantastic. But after a few moments these worshippers who literally knew most of the Old Testament off by heart were shocked to the core. Who was he? – the Big I Am?  Was he really saying that he, this young local boy made good, would be the one who was going to solve all their problems, to rid them of their hated Roman occupation? And then he went on to say that because he was a local they wouldn’t take his words seriously and he couldn’t do the works there that he’d done in other places.  
This really angered his listeners.  During his sermon he actually managed to turn them from a feeling of excitement to a feeling of doubt and then to fury – so furious that they dragged him out of the synagogue to the edge of a cliff in order to throw him off. Somehow he managed to escape. Amazingly he escaped by simply walking through this murderous crowd.  
Someone has said that what happened that morning was, in fact, a summary,  a microcosm, of Jesus’ 3 year ministry – first excitement, second doubt and lastly anger. In a way it can be said that this pattern is true of all Christian ministry. It’s been written that during a vicar’s time in a parish he is first idolized, then criticized and lastly scandalized. After 18 years I wonder where Robin reckons he stands in this cycle?  
This term our young people are looking at “Meeting Jesus – seeing some of the people Jesus met and what difference he made to them”. What can we say about the effect Jesus had on these people in the synagogue that morning? They certainly ran through many emotions and it was a time none of them would ever forget. But that is just as true today as it was then. His name, his reputation, his presence always causes a dramatic reaction. Any Jew, any Muslim who shows an interest in following Jesus faces being shunned, or even threatened with death, by his or her family. Even in this, so called, free country of ours we are now finding people having their jobs threatened simply by wearing a cross or offering to pray with a sick person. And it’s good to hear the Pope speak out about these threats  this week.
But surely what Jesus quoted in the synagogue then doesn’t relate to us here today at all   
Are any of us poor?  Certainly not, compared to the rest of the world.  
Are any of us prisoners? Well, none of us are locked up or live behind an iron grille. 
Are any of us blind? Some of us, like me, wear glasses but most of us can see pretty well.  

The Jews of the 1st Century were surrounded by physical poverty, imprisonment and blindness. They all hoped that Isaiah’s prophecy would come true and were looking for a mighty king who would come, get rid of the Romans, empty the prisons, make the country prosperous and heal the blind. But Jesus’ message was far more important, deeper and long lasting than that. He said he was the cure for spiritual poverty, spiritual imprisonment and spiritual blindness. 
Are we rich or poor? One day a great preacher called Smith Wigglesworth was walking in the hills near his home. He met a stranger and it soon became clear that this stranger was a very wealthy man. They walked and talked together for about an hour. When their paths separated the stranger said “I would give all my wealth away to have the riches you have in your heart”. Mr. Wigglesworth didn’t have much money but he was a man filled to overflowing with the Holy Spirit. He showed it in the joy of his conversation. The stranger recognized that, despite his own riches, it was his walking companion who was the one who was truly wealthy.  
Are we free or imprisoned? Within the last year we have discovered that the World’s most successful and talented sportsman, Tiger Woods, has been cheating on his wife time after time. (In fact someone has suggested he should change his name from Tiger to Cheetah!) He seemed to have everything that this world could offer but he could not resist the temptation of extra-marital sex. The result has been divorce, national disgrace and a severe dip in his golf game. Despite his talent, his previous happy family and all his possessions was he a free man or was he a prisoner of his sex addiction? 
All sorts of things can imprison us – drink, drugs, uncontrollable temper, jealousy. Jesus says here that he can break those powers if we will let him. Before I was a Christian I constantly used language that would make even Jonathan Ross and Russell Brand blush.  The moment I became a Christian Jesus broke my swearing addiction. I couldn’t do it but he set me free and it’s never troubled me since.  
Are we blind or can we see? I’ve used this illustration before but when Leo Tolstoy, the great Russian writer, came to Christ he said it was as if he’d been walking down a road and then he turned around and walked back the other way. Everything that was on his right was on his left and everything that was on his left was on his right. He saw everything differently. He could see clearly. Until we start to look at the world with the guidance of Jesus’ Word and his Holy Spirit it’s as if we have been blind. Only then can we see clearly. 
One more thought for those who look closely at their Bibles. When Jesus read from Isaiah in the synagogue he finished in the middle of a sentence. He deliberately stopped short of the phrase “the day of the vengeance of our God”. That day of vengeance would come but certainly not in the way the Jews thought; with a great victory over the despised Romans. The vengeance for all the ills of the Romans, the Jews and the whole World would fall on Jesus’ head at the Crucifixion. Only because he paid that price for us can we have our sins forgiven and be set free by him.  
We brought back a couple of books from Jersey. Both of them show the pictures of hysterical joy when the Island was liberated. Everyone seemed to flood to the capital, St. Helier. Wouldn’t it have been strange in 1945 if some people didn’t want to rejoice; didn’t want to be set free? As Christians we’ve been offered freedom by Jesus from spiritual poverty, imprisonment and blindness. But so often we choose to cling onto those things which hold us back. We need to have a long hard look at our lives. We need to make the decision to rid ourselves of these chains. If we do, then there is only one place to go. We run to Liberation Station where Jesus, the great liberator waits there to greet us and to set us free.
