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Third Sunday after the Epiphany-Year C- The Rev. Canon Joan Anthony 1.23.22 
Nehemiah8:1-10, Psalm 19, 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a, Luke 4: 14-21 
 
There is, I am told a lovely custom that some Jewish parents practice with their children.  When 
a new school year begins, on the first day of classes, each child is given a drop of honey on their 
tongue.  This is to remind the child that learning is sweet.   
It was the sweetness of learning, of understanding the Torah, that drew the people to the 
Water Gate that day so long ago in Jerusalem.  All of the people came, men, women and 
children, young and old.  They had been through a harrowing period of many decades.  A strong 
and powerful nation, Babylon had defeated Judah, destroyed the Temple and left Jerusalem in 
rubble.  The people of Judah had been captured and sent into exile, into slavery.  They 
questioned whether God had abandoned them.  Their pain was recorded in a psalm.  “By the 
waters of Babylon we sat down and wept, when we remembered you, O Zion.   
In the nature of things, Babylon came to be defeated by a yet larger and more powerful 
country, Persia.  The rulers of Persia had a different policy with regard to captured people.  
Judah was still to be a province of Persia but the people of Judah and Jerusalem were allowed 
to go home, to rebuild the Temple, their homes and the walls around the city.  They were given 
permission to start again.  To do so they rebuilt the Temple, their place of worship, their rebuilt 
their homes, the places of rootedness and stability and they rebuilt the walls of the city, to 
ensure protection.   
Nehemiah was a Jew who had risen to prominence in the Persian court.  He was a cupbearer, a 
trusted servant of the king.  When Nehemiah became depressed because Jerusalem continued 
to be in ruins, king of Persia released him to return to Judah and rebuild the city.   
Now that work is complete and all of the people gather at the Water Gate to hear the priest 
Ezra read the Torah, the Law.  The time has come for all of the people to hear, to experience 
the Word of God so that they may come to understand what God requires of them.  It must 
have been like that drop of honey on their tongues.  It was a new day, a new beginning in their 
land and God had given them a great gift in that they could receive again and practice God’s 
commandments.  The Torah was not simply a book of law but a way of life, consecrated by God 
for these people.   
And so they stand together at the Water Gate to hear.  Water is especially precious in the 
desert.  Without water nothing can live.  It was through the Water Gate each day that water 
came.  Water to wash and to drink, to cleanse and to live.  It is at the Water Gate that the 
people heard the word of God that would wash away the dust of Babylon and slavery.  It was at 
the Water Gate that the people were renewed once again to live as God called them to live.  On 
that day three important things happened.  The people heard the Torah read so that they might 
understand.  The people as one say yes and amen agreeing to live by these words. The people 
celebrate the Law and this holy and regenerating Day. 
I wonder if this story was somewhere in Jesus mind some centuries later when in the 
synagogue in Nazareth, he stood up to read?  Whether the people in the synagogue realized it 
or not, this was a beginning much like the beginning that had been experienced in Jerusalem at 
the time of Nehemiah.  It would begin with Jesus as he became clear about the shape of his 
ministry.  But it would not stop with Jesus, it would be heard and understood first by the 
disciples then by those around them, and finally to the ends of the earth.  Mark tells us at the 
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end of his Gospel that after the resurrection and ascension, that those who believed “…went 
out and proclaimed the good news everywhere, while the Lord worked with them, and 
confirmed the message by signs…”.  
But that is the end of the story and the end cannot come without the beginning.  That day in 
Nazareth, in the synagogue the people heard the announcement of who this Jesus is, of what 
his ministry will consist, what the church will come to be called to do, and what the response of 
the people will be.  It was a lot to understand.  
 Jesus had returned home, first to Galilee and then more specifically to Nazareth.  He had 
much in common with those earlier Jews returning to Jerusalem from Babylon.  He was about 
to build, to fashion a new way of understanding what God was calling humanity to be and to 
do.  That day in Nazareth Jesus was establishing once again Word of God as the guide the life of 
God’s people.  Not only for the people of Nazareth, but for everyone to the ends of the earth, 
for all time.  For us. 
Jesus had been baptized with water, anointed by the Spirit and appointed by the voice of God 
from heaven.  He was sent into the wilderness for 40 days to be tested and to become clear 
about that which God was requiring of him.  Now he is brought home, to Nazareth to begin this 
ministry.  The ministry is clear and is announced with the reading from Isaiah that Jesus chose 
that day.   
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me.”  Anointed for what purpose?  
“…to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor.” 
And then Jesus sat down,  and waited.  When the people had absorbed what he had said, and 
the proclamation that he had made, he simply said “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing.”  Those words ring down through the ages to us this morning. 
This is the ministry that Jesus had, and the ministry that Jesus handed on to us.   To bring good 
news to the poor, sight to the blind, freedom to those who are oppressed.  We may be called to 
do so literally, but we are also called to seek out the poor who are poor in all kinds of ways.  
Seek out those who are blind, who are oppressed in all kinds of ways.  This is the ministry we 
have been given. 
St. Augustine’s is at the beginning of a new way of being together.  Your profile will be posted 
soon, and the process of finding the person God is calling to be your Rector will continue.  As 
that process continues, we are being called to hear the voice of God, a voice calling us to 
renewed, rebuilt ministry in this place.   The ministry we have been give.  Like the people in 
Jerusalem in Nehemiah’s day, like the people in Nazareth, like the people who have built St. 
Augustine’s, we are called to hear the word of God, to accept the ministry to which we are 
being called and to celebrate this new beginning that is coming to us. 


