
  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  THE YEAR OF THE LORD’S FAVOR

  Barth once said that the preacher should have the Bible in one hand and to-day’s newspaper in the other. Tom Arthur does just that. This is Biblical exposition of a high order, sure-footedly tracing the journeys of God’s grace in the lives of his people and the flux of the world. Read these reflections and let Scripture come alive for you.

  David Cornick, General Secretary, Churches Together in England

  Those who think that nothing of significance is being said in our churches will think again. Tom Arthur counts for me as a great preacher. He boldly addresses the issues of the age with a mind conversant with the most enlightened biblical scholarship. He is both crisp and pertinent. Those who heard Tom preach at City United Reformed Church in Cardiff (thanks to Tom now an ‘Open and Affirming’ church) were always provoked to think, and challenged to live, in new ways. This book will multiply those so challenged many-fold.

  John Henson, Baptist minister, author of Good as New, Bad Acts of the Apostles etc.

  What makes this book a must read is the way these well crafted reflections bring together experience, contexts and scholarship to open up spaces for readers to make their own connections. Faith is not found in neat and crisp propositions, but in the juicy and sticky stories of our relational encounters. These reflections overflow with freshness, generosity and hope! Michael Jaggesar, Secretary for Racial Justice and Multicultural Ministries and 2012-2014 Moderator of the General Assembly of the United Reformed Church Two things are necessary for those who try to expound the scriptures – a deep knowledge, love and understanding of the texts coupled with the ability to see their relevance to our own contemporary life and its issues. These meditations succeed on both counts.

  Barry Morgan, Archbishop of Wales, The Church in Wales

  A lot of The Year of the Lord’s Favor is quite hard hitting - and I’m speaking for myself. Tom Arthur brings freshness to familiar scenes. There’s not much I read these days that I want to get on to the next page and see what’s going to be the next twist, but this is one of the exceptions. And I like the humour. This is my kind of stuff.

  Allan Pickard, Union of Welsh Independents minister and BBC journalist.

  Tom Arthur’s The Year of the Lord’s Favor stirs my soul and opens my mind to things I had thought I was familiar with, allowing me to see something new. He engages the reader with experiences from his own story and interesting and wide-ranging references to illuminate the scriptures and make them totally relevant to what is happening around us today. These reflections speak to our common human condition; they also expose much of what is wrong with our society – there is challenge, healing and hope here. Through it all the Good News speaks clearly.

  Jeff Williams, National Secretary for Christian Aid Wales

  Anyone who prepares sermons, or who regularly listens to sermons, knows the hazards and bland irrelevance of sermons that fail to connect. In this splendid book, Tom Arthur eloquently writes about what he calls “the here-and-nowness” of the gospel. Here is thoughtful writing by a pastor/scholar who has served and preached to congregations on two continents and in very different sociological contexts. He draws from his own rich experience and brings to his commentary voices from the world of the arts, literature, politics as well as religion, that is, from the amazing complexity of human life in the world.

  This is an important book that will be provocative and helpful to readers, preachers, listeners, and students, alike.

  John Buchanan, Editor and publisher of The Christian Century

  Tom Arthur’s well-crafted and passionate reading of Luke’s Gospel is a remarkable weaving together of solid exegesis, his own pastoral experience of some thirty years on two continents, and incisive reading of contemporary events in light of Luke’s prophetic portrayal of Jesus. Strongly recommended for preachers, those interested in contextual theologies, and anyone caring about a ministry of social justice in today’s world.

  Robert Schreiter, Catholic Theological Union, Chicago; author of Constructing Local Theologies

  Good biblical exposition, like good preaching, needs to connect with people as well as connect with the text. It also needs to connect with current issues. These racily written reflections on the lectionary’s year of Luke texts do all three as well as at the same time presenting the writer as a real person. Engaging and challenging, entertaining and confronting, they “play it again”, as one the titles puts it, faithfully presenting what has been the heart of the gospel from the beginning, but doing it in ways that keep it new and fresh.

  William Loader, Murdoch University, Western Australia
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  FOREWORD

  I am impressed, touched, moved and inspired by what I read in The Year of the Lord’s Favor. I am impressed by its honesty, its openness, its use of literature and the arts, its sense of reality and its powerful speaking to readers and hearers. Above all, I am impressed by its firm rootedness in the local and global context which shapes these reflections.

  For Karl Barth, preaching and theology are bound together. Theology is not an isolated discipline far removed from the life and witness of the Church but is rather shaped by (and, of course, shapes) the Church’s constant struggle to articulate the faith in a particular place, among a particular people and for a particular moment in history. Tom Arthur’s reflections share this same conviction. They emerge from the Reformed tradition and enable this encounter between God’s Word in Scripture and the context of our Christian life and prophetic witness to speak to us in powerful ways and to contribute creatively to a shaping and reshaping of a theology for our day.

  But they emerge also from a particular context, or, more accurately, particular contexts: inner-city Chicago in the USA; an urban priority area in Cardiff, South Wales; a leafy Birmingham, England, university community; and a vibrant Cardiff city center church. All these required Tom to enable God’s people together to engage with the contexts in which these churches were set, to allow God’s Word ‘to speak truth to power’ and to people alike, and to be faithful disciples and witnesses in the communities in which they were set. These reflections should encourage all of us who are preachers to learn these contextual lessons, for ourselves and for the congregations we serve Sunday by Sunday.

  There are at least two approaches to preaching that is guided by Scripture. One is to use Scripture as a means of articulating our own faith, a kind of eisegesis that is always in danger of reading into Scripture what we want it to say to us and to our people. The other is constantly and faithfully to allow Scripture to speak to us – often in uncomfortable ways – to challenge our thinking and our action, to bend us in repentance and to open up for us the joys and hopes, the love and compassion of the Gospel’s forgiveness, grace and promise in Jesus. Tom Arthur’s reflections are deeply rooted in this latter approach. He takes the text seriously and lets it speak to us (and to him) and does not use the text to say what he wants to say. What we receive is radical, not in any frightening or threatening sense, but in the sense that these reflections take us to the roots of the Gospel as Luke has understood it and the same radical, challenging Gospel that we are called to believe and obey as disciples of Jesus in our day and place.

  I am struck by the fact that these reflections are published in 2012, 350 years after The Great Ejectment of 1662. In one sense, that event was not so much an ‘ejectment’ but a radical decision by our nonconformist forebears to leave the Church of England as it was at that time because they felt called to a ministry and a discipleship that they did not feel able to fulfill within that Church. One of the convictions that impelled that decision was their urgent sense of being called to proclaim the Gospel in more scriptural, powerful, articulate and relevant ways to the people of these nations. Whatever other lessons we might learn from the anniversary of 1662, this surely must be one of them: that radical, challenging and liberating Scriptural proclamation is still essential to the Church’s witness, however many other means of communication may now be at our disposal. So all preachers should read these reflections and the thoughtful and articulate Introduction that sets out how Tom Arthur understands what he is doing in these texts! I cannot preach them where I am – any more than you can – for our contexts are different. But our preaching today and tomorrow will be greatly enriched through these reflections. We are greatly in Tom Arthur’s debt.

  Noel A Davies, OBE School of Theology, Religious Studies and Islamic Studies, The University of Wales Trinity Saint David Formerly General Secretary, Cytûn: Churches Together in Wales Minister, Ebeneser Newydd Congregational Church, Swansea June 2012


  PREFACE

  François Bovon, in his Hermeneia commentary on Luke, says: “Luke desires Christians who are concerned with people, not laws, and whose self-identity is that of loyal, cheerful, free, uncalculating, socially aware, devout disciples of the Resurrected One.” This describes the Christians I have been privileged to serve as precisely as anything I could write myself. In many ways what I have shared with church people and written about here is what Luke writes about in a Gospel that seems to emerge from his generation’s experience to become a pattern for Christian life today.

  When I think of the people I have served, whose experiences, questions and insights populate this writing, I think of the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, who loved all things Welsh and even thought of himself as at least half Welsh. He wrote, “Glory be to God for dappled things… / Landscape plotted and pieced – fold, fallow, and plough.” I have had the pleasure to serve people here in Wales and in England and in the States whose “pied beauty”, to use Hopkins’ phrase, is never content with what is flat, prosaic or lacking in passion. They make a perfect medium for exploring Luke in the context of today’s decisive moments.

  The particular ground from which these explorations have emerged was the course on Luke I taught in the Cardiff Adult Christian Education Centre. Several of the pieces in this collection have their origin in a weekly series of thoughts I had been contributing to the National Synod of Wales’ website some years back, a project initiated by Helen Stenson of the synod staff. All have emerged from the experience of pastoral ministry.

  It is important for me to give thanks here to members of the churches I have served both in the UK and in the States whose reactions and commitments have done so much to shape my understanding of the Jesus story. I wish I could name them all. I thank Helen Stenson, my wife Marieke and my sharp-eyed friend Ivor Rees, who often came back to me with comments like, “You can’t say that!” They encouraged the good Christian labor of critical revision and saved me much embarrassment. And I wish to give a special thanks to friends and colleagues Gethin Abraham-Williams and Kim Fabricius here in Wales and, in the States, Lowell Fewster, whose encouragements and challenges have given much support for this project and for my pilgrimage in general. Life is a community project.

  Tom Arthur


  
    INTRODUCTION
  

  THE YEAR OF THE LORD’S FAVOR:

  PROCLAIMING GRACE IN THE YEAR OF LUKE

  In Luke 4, in his hometown Nazareth synagogue, Jesus reads from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor (Luke 4:19). And he says, brazenly, that this scripture has been fulfilled in our hearing. How can this assertion be true? What does it mean to make such a proclamation in a world as complex, as compromised then as it is now?

  Proclamation Here and Now

  Reading Luke, we can’t hide in the future. This text stands in the place where Mark and Matthew had Jesus proclaiming that the kingdom was coming soon. Luke is saying it is here. When we preach from Luke we need to enlist the context of our proclamation, the here-and-nowness of our historical situation, as the medium of the text’s interpretation and confirmation. The proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor needs to connect honestly and realistically with the ordinary circumstances of where people are.

  The following reflections on the texts of the Revised Common Lectionary’s year of Luke are attempts to wrestle with this question. They are written in the conviction that God’s Word becomes audible for us only when it is incarnated in human experience, in politics, among lovers, at the workplace, in birth and death. “Wherever there is theological talk,” Barth told a group of Leiden students in the politically charged early months of 1939, “it is always or implicitly political talk as well.” Conversely, it is also true that political talk is always, at least implicitly, theological talk.

  So my writing on these lectionary texts is not scholarly, expository analysis of the texts as texts. What I am offering here is a reading of the texts as they are embedded in the cluttered kaleidoscope of personal, social and political history. This journey through the year of Luke is a pilgrimage through a populated landscape, an exploration of the good news as it is contextualized in and resisted by the ordinary experience of life. Necessarily, therefore, these reflections emerge from my own personal journey, first as a young pastor in Chicago, and then later serving in Wales, as much as they emerge from the texts themselves. Valid interpretation is always contextual in this sense. Interpretation is never universal or perennial, though it can pretend to be.

  Corrupted Proclamation

  What does it mean to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor in a truly incarnate, contextualized sense? First of all, I think we need to recognize the brokenness, the inconsistencies between biblical proclamation and the truth of the world we live in. I remember as a graduate student in literature at Indiana University reading a book by William May, who at that time was the chair of a new program in theology there. In A Catalogue of Sins: A Contemporary Examination of Christian Conscience, he said, “Comfort is cruel if it is based on an illusion; counsel ruinous if it advances falsehood; life only collapses into death if it feeds off a lie.” The words seared themselves into my thinking and became a central conviction in the ministry I would take up a decade or so later.

  In the America of my youth the idea that our world had been blessed provided the sacred canopy beneath which we lived in confidence. The sense of being an elect nation in a promised land was a myth that owed much to the Calvinism of the original European settlers. Early on, Calvinists found it difficult to deal with the profound, inexorable mystery of predestination, and sought means to soften it with evidence for their own election not only through a sense of inner certainty of salvation but also in putative divine blessings on their external lives.

  But such self-assessment required a certain blindness to how blessing can require the suffering of others. The house in which I experienced a very pleasant growing up tells this story. It was church owned, a manse, as my father was a Presbyterian minister. Someone had left a bequest, which enabled the church to buy this property and us to move out of the rather cramped quarters we’d occupied for the first two years of my father’s tenure as a minister in this central Indiana town. The story I remember is that the house had come on the market after the previous owners had divorced, and the divorce had something to do with the anti-communist fever that had gripped my home country in the years after the Second World War. The husband, apparently, had been blacklisted, lost his job, and the marriage broke up.

  I remember overhearing my parents talking about McCarthyism the way Stephen Dedalus, in James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, recalls the adults of his childhood world speaking about Irish politics, not quite catching what the conversation was all about. What my child’s mind did catch of it was that my parents didn’t like Joe McCarthy, and my father felt ashamed about the circumstances in which the manse had been acquired. The roomy manse, with its expansive lawns and maple, willow and peach trees, was stained with a story of suffering that was more than the suffering of a particular individual. It was a suffering that belonged to a grim moment in the history of the American people as a whole.

  This house, with its history, can be a kind of metaphor for the world in which I came of age. On the surface it looked idyllic, blessed. But just outside our town, on what we called the National Road, was a billboard with a picture of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. sitting around a table with several others. The caption read, “Martin Luther King at communist training camp.” Only after moving to the UK in the late 1980s did I discover, in a Guardian article, that there were roadside billboards like this scattered all across the United States, and that they had been put there by the FBI.

  The propaganda we lived with told us we were blessed, but must remain vigilant. The message was all pervasive, not just as the filter of the information we received but also as the shape of things. By the shape of things I mean, for instance, the way the flight to the suburbs, according to urban sociologist Richard Sennett in The Uses of Disorder, was a flight to a clean space where the richness of human diversity is less important than the desire to avoid pain by creating an order of living that is free of diversity and so free of conflict. Such spaces carry with them a susceptibility to certain kinds of ideology.

  Gibson Winter, in The Suburban Captivity of the Churches, tells how the post-war suburban building boom meant “exclusion from the central city and confinement to the iron cage of conformity” where local churches became “the instruments of middle class conformity” rather than a reconciling force in racial, class and ethnic diversity. Churches were packed in those days, but not necessarily with people hungry for the Gospel. This iron cage of conformity so dominated church life that anyone truly devout was forced to seek religious nurture outside the Church, in poetry perhaps, at the movies, or in groups that engaged in social action.

  As churches lost the capacity to serve a truly open and mixed public, so public spaces in general, as Richard Sennett shows in The Fall of Public Man, began to disappear. A post-war middle class vision of a comfortable, at-home suburban security led to planning neighborhoods that excluded little bars, shops and pool halls which had been public areas of social interaction. These were replaced by the mass culture of the shopping mall, providing the perfect anonymity for societies that no longer wanted to be neighborhoods. Such social constructions lead naturally to what Richard Hofstadter, in his classic essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics”, describes as a mode of social behavior and political action motivated by “fundamental fears and hatreds, rather than negotiable interests.”

  The design of 1950s suburban life could be seen in the public rituals, the parades, the little patriotisms of civic pride and the enthusiastic support for school football teams. Hands over our hearts, we stood to recite the pledge of allegiance at the beginning of every school day, and in the early 1950s they added the phrase “One nation under God” to the pledge. Even as a seven-year-old I was uncomfortable with that. The chancel of every church displayed an American flag, and you couldn’t get rid of it. When television became part of domestic life, the end of the day’s programming was accompanied by a scene of fighter jets roaring across the screen while The Star Spangled Banner played. But these were simply the overt signs of a shared self-understanding of blessing that constructed the world we lived in, determined what would sell, determined what would draw a crowd, what politicians had to promise. The covert activities of those who self-consciously engaged in propaganda would never have worked without this kind of shared social vision, some would call it paranoia, that animated suburban American life in the Cold War years of my youth. The Martin Luther King billboard that stood just beyond the city limits would not have been there if the people had not somehow felt affirmed by its presence.

  God Bless America, we sang, a patriotic song Irving Berlin had composed in 1918 and revived in 1938. People have been thrown out of baseball stadiums for leaving their seats to go to the toilet or for refusing to stand while it is being sung. Like God Save the Queen, which prays for God to “scatter her enemies / and make them fall; / confound their politics, / frustrate their knavish tricks”, it celebrates blessing as an us-against-them thing.

  The sense of being blessed by right in this sense was something we held in common with Luke’s Israel, though the social configuration of his world was vastly different from the world in which I came of age. While America’s sense of blessedness has in large part been based not just on the public myth but also reinforced by its economic and military muscle – with less than 5% of the world’s population, for instance, the US consumes 25% of the world’s fossil fuel resources and, even in hard economic times, with only 9% of its population in manufacturing jobs it produces 21% of what the work consumes – the blessedness of Judah in the time of the Roman occupation was largely a matter of sacred memory and a longing hope animating disaffected Zealots and the literature of the apocalyptic. The biblical proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor was a matter of deep-seated cultural hope.

  The Proclamation’s Roots: Biblical Blessing

  In order to understand the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor, we first need to recall the place of blessing in biblical tradition. Blessing is central to the biblical message. In the Old Testament God blesses the goodness of creation, and especially humankind (Genesis 1:28; 5:2). “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth.” I remember a colleague telling me once that the word of ‘rain’ and the word for ‘grace’ in some African language were the same world. Blessing sustains life. The long genealogical lists in Genesis and Chronicles are evidence of such blessing. As Abraham Joshua Heschel once said, “Just to be is a blessing. Just to live is holy.” For the most part blessing in the Hebrew Scriptures is as we see it in the Psalms: “Blessed be the Lord.” God is blessed because God has blessed us, as in the blessing of Abraham: I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. – Genesis 12:2–3

  Blessing brings with it the responsibility, often forgotten, to be a blessing. If blessing is what God is all about, blessing is what we should be all about. So references to God’s blessing of Israel appear in Deuteronomy with the added twist that the blessing is tied to the people’s faithfulness, and the choices we make in life are, consequently, choices between blessings and curses. Get the force of the word “if”:

  If you heed these ordinances, by diligently observing them, the Lord your God will maintain with you the covenant loyalty that he swore to your ancestors; he will love you, bless you, and multiply you; he will bless the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your ground, your grain and your wine and your oil, the increase of your cattle and the issue of your flock, in the land that he swore to your ancestors to give you. – Deuteronomy 7:12–13

  A central aspect of Old Testament blessing was the blessing of fertility. We see that theme in the way the opening of Luke’s Gospel evokes the stories of Sarah (Gen 17:15–17) and Hannah (1 Sam 1:10–20): “The barren has borne seven, but she who has many children is forlorn,” the once-barren Hannah sings in gratitude (1 Sam 2:5). Mary’s Magnificat in particular evokes Hannah’s song in 1 Sam 2:1–10, and the story of Mary’s own pregnancy is built on another instance of the blessing-asunexpected-pregnancy story in Isaiah 7:14.

  But in Luke blessing is accompanied by the deuteronomic and prophetic theme of doing justice and acting righteously. Remember how a woman in the crowd calls out, “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that nourished you.” Jesus says, in response, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:27–28).

  Luke’s Gospel starts with the blessing of fertility as a metaphor for the Lord’s favor, but, in the Magnificat, for instance, which focuses on the redress of injustice, Mary says that “his mercy is for those who fear him” (Luke 1:50). Mary is singing about real social justice, the kind of liberation of oppressed people (whom she personifies) that we see in the Exodus story, for instance. The Magnificat canticle isn’t just a nice little piece of liturgy. In the 1980s the right-wing government of Guatemala banned its public recital. The Magnificat both blesses those who suffer and celebrates them for acting justly in their adversity.

  The Proclamation’s Roots: Jubilee

  The next thing we need to recall in order to understand the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor is the idea of a jubilee year, stemming from Leviticus 25. Readers will be familiar with the idea of jubilee from the Jubilee Debt Campaign, the successor to Jubilee 2000, which had been organized in the 1990s as a way of celebrating the millennium. The Jubilee described in Leviticus was to be a once-every-fiftyyears relief of indebtedness, freeing of slaves and restitution of land to its original owners, who may have been forced to sell in adverse economic circumstances. At the end of seven times seven years (49 years):

  You shall have the trumpet sounded loud… on the day of atonement… And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one of you, to your property. – Leviticus 25:9–10

  Today’s public consciousness has been taken over by the global economic collapse that came when the debt bubble burst in 2008. But in the 1990s the Jubilee 2000 campaign was already telling us about the reckless and self-interested loans that the wealthier nations were making to the world’s poorest countries. Much of the current unsustainable debt of the poorer countries is still left over from the 1970s. According to the Jubilee Debt Campaign website, the poorest 48 countries in the world have debts totaling US $168 billion, while for the poorest 128 countries it is over US $3.7 trillion. We see in the irresponsible lending to the poorest countries the same exploitation of the poor that we saw in the reckless sub-prime mortgage lending that in large part sparked economic havoc in 2008. But compared with the crisis of the Euro, the continuing debt crisis of the poorer countries is no longer newsworthy.

  So what we read in Isaiah 61 (the text Jesus is reading in Luke 4) is a vision of return from exile in words that evoke the jubilee proclaimed by Leviticus:

  The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. – Isaiah 61:1–2

  Here we find blessings more sharply aligned with justice and with hope of the reversal of fortunes for a disenfranchised people, and less with fertility and rain for the harvest. Quoted in Jesus’ inaugural act of ministry, it establishes the framework for the entire Lukan narrative, for its characteristic concern for the poor, for its celebration of grace and the joyful experience of reversed fortunes. And insofar as such an agenda is rejected by the elders of the Nazareth synagogue, it also establishes the framework for the resistance to the ministry of Jesus in general and for his crucifixion. The word for ‘favor’ in the Isaiah text as it is quoted in Luke 4 is another variant in the family of words for ‘grace’: “dektos.” Luke modifies the proverb used by Mark and Matthew to say: “No prophet is accepted [dektos] in the prophet’s hometown” (Luke 4:24; Mark and Matthew had said, “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown,” Mark 6:4).

  The World Upside Down

  Mary celebrates a God who turns the world upside down, who “has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly,” who has “filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52–53). Old Simeon sees it: “My eyes have seen your salvation” (Luke 2:30). Think of the continuing instances of “seeing” in Luke, from the shepherds who hurry down to Bethlehem to “see this thing that has taken place” to Zacchaeus, who “climbed a sycamore tree” to see Jesus, to the diners at Emmaus whose “eyes were opened.” In Acts Paul will say his mission to the Gentiles is “to open their eyes” (Acts 26:18). The multitude of characters that populate Luke’s narrative are both actors and spectators. What they “see” is what the elders of the Nazareth synagogue fail to see: the year of the Lord’s favor whose present reality Jesus is proclaiming and living out and calling his people to affirm as the more fundamental reality.

  The multitude of voices in Luke and especially in Acts evokes the atmosphere Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin has called “carnivalesque”, a joyful, chaotic community that challenges the stiffness of traditional respectability, those who have too much invested in the way things are to think outside the box, to think outside the traditional interpretations of the Hebrew texts, for instance, or to think outside the imperial high culture of the Greco-Roman world. The rigid worlds of traditional authority simply could not comprehend the hope of the disenfranchised for something different. From one perspective such hope was blasphemous. From another it was folly. The disenfranchised, the poor, the stigmatized, the captive, the good-as-dead, those to whom the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor especially speaks, lived with an awareness of other cultural possibilities and other ways of naming their world, which freed them from the tyranny of their own inherited language, myths and cultures. Such a situation gives us a key to understanding the way the Gospel of Luke and its continuing story in Acts journeys from Galilee to Jerusalem to Antioch to Rome, a conceptual journey of ideas and cultural re-orientations as much as it is a geographical journey.

  The Gospel and especially its companion, Acts, can be characterized in large part as a dialogue between what the traditional authorities see (Jewish, Roman) and the perspectives of a kaleidoscopic, marginalized diversity whose eyes have been opened. The cultural crisis comes to a head at the Jerusalem Council, which Luke places at the center of Acts as he had placed the story of the Prodigal – “This brother of yours was dead and has come to life” (Luke 15:32) – at the center of the Gospel.

  In Acts the Jesus people are accused of “turning the world upside down” (Acts 17:6). According to Bakhtin, this is what carnivalesque does. Its irreverence for traditional authority creates a comic reversal in which the clowns and misfits come to reign. Here we have a wonderful understanding of Luke’s concept of “grace”.

  Grace, as a joyful reversal of fortune, is central to the Gospel of Luke. “You have found grace with God,” Gabriel tells Mary (Luke 1:30). The “grace of God” is upon Jesus as he grows (Luke 2:40). The motif of grace, favor, goodwill (charis) is particularly strong in Luke with its cognates, words like “joy” (chara) and “rejoice” (chairō). In Luke 1:14 we read: “You will have joy (chara) and gladness, and many will rejoice (charēsoutai) in his birth.” In Luke 10:17 the seventy return “with joy” (charas). Luke 15:7 tells us there will be “more joy (charas) in heaven over one sinner who repents.” The woman says, “Rejoice with me (sugcharēte moi), for I have found the coin that was lost” (Luke 15:9), and the father of the Prodigal says, “But we have to celebrate and rejoice (charēnai), because this brother of yours was dead and now has come to life; he was lost and has been found” (Luke 15:32). In such joy we find the mystery of the resurrection. Recognizing the central position of the story of the Prodigal, who was dead but has come to life, which occupies the exact mid-point of Luke’s Gospel, gives us a key to Luke’s governing theme and to the proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor as its inaugural statement.

  The Chaplinesque irreverence of the clown and the intensity of the apocalypticist have in common this vision of joy in comic reversal. In Acts 16:26, for instance, we have that incredible scene in which an earthquake loosens the chains of the imprisoned Paul and Silas. This is like the Roadrunner cartoon character Wile E. Coyote being flattened by an immense boulder and popping up again unscathed to resume the chase. You can do this sort of thing in stories and cartoons. It has a certain narrative logic.

  Proclamation and Social Change

  To proclaim in Hebrew is qara’, to call out. The root meaning of the word carries with it the sense of accosting someone. There is an urgency in the meaning of this word. In Greek proclamation is kērussō, to call out publicly in the manner of a town crier. When Jesus says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21), he is underlining the public urgency of the proclamation. Though Luke will often stress the readiness required for an anticipated future (“Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit,” Luke 12:35), there is always this sense that what is anticipated is already happening and demands acknowledgement and response. Simeon’s eyes see the long-awaited moment has arrived. And to the Pharisees Jesus says, “The kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:19). There is a kind of indicative tense, an ‘is-ness’ about this proclamation. It is a disclosure, an urgent invitation to observe what the ordinary pattern of our days has obscured. The proclamation rides on the Greek notion of truth as alētheia: what is no longer lēthē –‘forgotten’, ‘disregarded’. The proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor makes clear what is happening now.

  Secondly, there is also an imperative sense to the proclamation. The word “today” in Luke 4:21 carries with it a deuteronomic urgency:

  I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live. – Deuteronomy 30:19

  Or, as we have it in the deuteronomic history, “Choose this day whom you will serve” (Joshua 24:15).

  The proclamation of the year of the Lord’s favor opens our eyes to the imperative of a new Exodus that is, for Luke, no longer a matter of the past but a choice to be made here and now. Will we live under Pharaoh or will we live in freedom? The year of the Lord’s favor is good news that we would do well not to ‘spiritualize’ or turn into news of a merely personal salvation, or put off to an afterlife. When we proclaim the Lord’s Jubilee we need to retain the sense that we are being invited to see new possibilities in a particular political, historical context, where good news makes sense to the poor who need to hear it.

  The good news of the Jubilee proclamation addresses questions arising from local circumstances, questions of lost identity and worth, hunger for liberation and the community’s economic viability. The good news opens the eyes of communities who are denied power and experience violence, and enables them to become conscious of their oppression and of the possibility of salvation, not as an otherworldly rescue but as a transformed world enabling life lived abundantly. Today, moreover, the context is global. A lifestyle that became common in Europe, North America, Japan, and a few other pockets of the world in the twentieth century is going global in the new century, with countries like China and India joining the 16% of the world’s population that consume 80% of global resources. Our Christian faith demands contextualization in a global community. Otherwise its good news for the poor becomes phony and those who are captives stay in their cages.
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