3rd Sunday of the Year [C] 2025  

(Lial, Providence)

Twenty years ago or so, when I was pastor of  Holy Trinity in Assumption, I got in my car one Sunday after Masses to go to visit my sister who lives in Valparaiso, Indiana.  Valparaiso is just south of the Indiana Toll Road, about an hour past Notre Dame.  I was driving along, and all of a sudden I noticed a sign saying “Fremont 2 miles,” and I thought to myself, “I’m really making good time.”  That is, until I realized that the sign was for Fremont, Ohio, not Indiana!  For 30 miles I had been driving in the wrong direction!  I was so used to going east on the turnpike to go to my parents’ home in Richland county, that I just naturally got on that turnpike ramp that afternoon.  


Needless to say, I was not a happy camper.  I probably said some words, which I cannot repeat here.  I just felt so foolish!


The people of Ezra’s time in the first reading today were listening to the reading of the Law, which they had not heard for 50 years while they were captives in Babylon.  Finally, they had been able to come home to their ruined city of Jerusalem and its devastated Temple.  They didn’t even remember the Hebrew language, so Ezra had to translate the words into Aramaic, so they would understand.  


They probably felt like I did, that they had been traveling in the wrong direction, not for thirty miles, but for all those years—away from God and God’s commandments.  They had their heads down and began to cry.  But Ezra and Nehemiah told them: No, there’s no place for weeping or regret.  We must rejoice!  They turned what could have been a devastating moment in their history into a celebration!  They revealed God to be a God of mercy and forgiveness.


600 years later, Jesus is back in his hometown of Nazareth.  He had begun his ministry in other places, and no doubt they had heard of the miracles, the crowds, the excitement.  So here he was, home, in the synagogue.  When he was asked to do the reading from the Scripture, they must have sat there with bated breath.


He chose a passage from Isaiah—a passage which all of them knew by heart—about bringing liberty to captives, sight to the blind, freedom to the oppressed, a jubilee year from the Lord.  Notice, it says that he “found this passage,” that he was looking for this particular section.  I think that is important in the story.  Then he finished the reading, and rolled up the scroll.  What was he going to say?  Luke says that the eyes of everyone there looked intently at him.  And then this: “Today, these words are fulfilled in your hearing.”


Imagine what went through their heads!  Could they dare believe that this was happening, that all these years when generations of their ancestors waited and hoped and prayed for the coming of the Messiah were over?  Could it possibly be that they were the ones who would see it happen?  It must have been an incredibly emotional moment…


Do you remember your first day in school?  The first day of school is always exciting, no matter what level you’re in, whether it’s kindergarten, or first grade, or high school, college, medical school.  What will the teacher be like?  How difficult will the class be?  Will there be much homework?  Will this professor have a sense of humor or will she be all business?  The beginning of a new semester or new school year is filled with expectations.


I think that is what this scene in Nazareth was all about.  Jesus, the new teacher, begins his opening lesson and introduction using the revered words of Isaiah.  Jesus tells us everything essential about himself and about what he plans to teach.  He links himself to the past and moves into the future with the promise that the words of Isaiah have been fulfilled.  The course in discipleship has begun.  It is a pass/fail system that lasts a lifetime.


Last week, the newly elected President was inaugurated for his second term, and like all of his predecessors he gave an address to the nation.  Those speeches are generally long on rhetoric, promises and occasionally hope.  But the proof, as the saying goes, is in the pudding.  Talk can be very cheap, especially from the tongue of a politician.

I bring this up today because I think Jesus’ little speech in Nazareth, which we just heard, is his inaugural address.  All the people were looking at him, just as the nation and the world look at a newly inaugurated president of the United States.  But Jesus’ speech was put into actions through his life, death, and resurrection.


And it didn’t stop there.  He is inviting us to carry on his mission.  How do we bring liberty to captives?  How do we help the blind to see?  How do we bring God to a world, which desperately needs him, but may not even know it or want it?  How are we justice, compassion, mercy and hope to that world?


I am in the middle of reading Pope Francis’ autobiography which just came out in print ten days ago.  It is titled Hope, and I highly recommend it to you.  In one of the early chapters, he comments on this passage that Jesus quotes.  He says, “We cannot escape from the pressing call the Word of God entrusts to the poor.  Wherever we look, the compass of Holy Scripture points to those without enough to live on, the oppressed, those reduced to prostitution, the orphan, the widow, the foreigner, the migrant.  Jesus was not afraid to identify himself with this countless throng.”  He goes on to say, “There is no ‘first’ for Christians, apart from ‘the first shall be last.’  The ‘last’ that every day cry out to the Lord, begging to be freed from the sufferings that afflict them.” 
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Presidents are often judged by how well they live up to the promises they make.  Our judgment will come too, not at a ballot box on some election day in the future, but tomorrow and the next day and everyday until we stand before the throne of God: How well did we do what we promised to do when we were baptized?  May this Eucharist give us the strength we need to live the words we speak.

