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“The Future is Here”

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

The New York World’s Fair was a major international exposition that was held on the
grounds of Flushing Meadows Park in Queens, New York in the summers of 1964
and 1965, and was one of the highlights of my childhood.  The fair was filled with so
many wonderful rides and exhibits; these included a Ferris Wheel in the shape of a
large tire, the Vatican Pavilion’s exhibit of Michelangelo’s iconic Pieta, the Disney
Pavilion’s introduction of It’s a Small World, Sinclair Oil’s dinosaur exhibit (where
they gave out free dinosaur figurines), a scale model panorama of New York City,
and the introduction of Belgian Waffles to the USA.  Another feature of the World’s
Fair was exhibits that offered glimpses into the future; the Futurama exhibit promised
a future that included colonies on the moon, underwater hotels, and covered moving
sidewalks in major urban areas.  While none of these predictions have yet to be
realized, one exhibit at the AT&T pavilion has become a regular part of our lives:
what at the time was called the “Picture Phone.”  Fairgoers were given the
opportunity to “call” a friend in a nearby booth, and both could see and speak with
each other, which at the time was a fascinating possibility.  No one in the mid-Sixties
could imagine a future in which you could see the person to whom you were speaking
on the telephone.

The future that was promised at the World’s Fair is here; seeing the person to whom
we are speaking has become a regular part of our lives, especially in these past two
years when the COVID-19 pandemic has forced many of us to communicate via such
portals as Facetime, Skype, and Zoom.  In the past week, I had numerous Zoom
meeting with congregational and community groups, and I currently teach
Confirmation Class on Zoom.  Our Rotary Club meetings now include people from
as far away as South Africa as well as members here in Stratford.  We think nothing
of opening our Facetime apps and seeing people we cannot visit in person.  Many
doctor’s visits now happen on such calls, and some choral groups have been
practicing and performing through these virtual means of gathering.  We may never
experience moon colonies nor many of the other futuristic offerings of the World’s
Fair, but our regular use of video technology is a reminder of times when what was
once is the future is now here in the present.



The message that “the future is here” is at the heart of Jesus’ announcement in today’s
Gospel lesson.  Jesus’ return to his hometown of Nazareth immediately follows his
temptation in the wilderness and marks the beginning of his ministry in Galilee as
well as his entire earthly ministry in Luke.  The Nazareth visit announces who Jesus
is, of what his ministry consists, what his church will be and do, and what will be the
response to both Jesus and the church.  From the very beginning, the Holy Spirit is
a major actor in the life and ministry of Jesus and the ministry of the Church; “filled
with the Holy Spirit, [Jesus] returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread
through all the surrounding country.” (4:14).  From the very beginning of the
Gospel, the Holy Spirit fills and speaks through the story’s characters, including Mary
(1:46-55), Elizabeth (1:41-45), Simeon (2:25-32) and John the Baptist (3:1-18).  The
Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus at his baptism (3:22), then leads him into the
wilderness where he is tempted by the devil (“Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned
from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, where for forty days
he was tempted by the devil.” – 4:1-2).  Filled again with the power of the Holy
Spirit, Jesus returns to his home country and begins his public ministry: “He began
to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.” (4:15).  Teaching will be
a central aspect of Jesus’ ministry; the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew begins with
the report that “when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he
sat down, his disciples came to him.  Then he began to speak, and taught them …”
(Matthew 5:1-2).  The call of his first disciples in Luke happens in a teaching
moment: “He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him
to put out a little way from the shore.  Then he sat down and taught the crowds from
the boat.” (5:3).  Jesus was frequently addressed as “rabbi” (“teacher”), including
when Mary Magdalene encounters the risen Lord on Easter morning: “Jesus said to
her, ‘Mary.’  She turned and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means
Teacher).” (John 20:16).  The universal acclaim of Jesus’ teaching ministry forms an
underlying theme throughout Luke; “it is the only appropriate human response to
God’s disclosure of Jesus as the Saviour” (Alan Culpepper).

Jesus’ ministry in Galilee leads him back to his hometown of Nazareth, “where he
had been brought up, [and] he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his
custom.” (4:16).  This reminds us that “all that Jesus says and does is within the
bosom of Judaism” (Fred Craddock).  Jesus not only attends synagogue services
regularly, but he participates, as all male adults were permitted to do.  Synagogue
services at that time were informal, consisting primarily of prayers, reading of
Scripture, comments, and the giving of alms for the poor.  Led by laypeople, the
synagogue became the institutional center of Judaism.  It was not only an assembly
for worship but also a school, a community center, and a place for administering



justice.  The Nazareth synagogue was a special place for Jesus; it was here that people
watched him grow up and where he and his family were well known.  As a favourite
son and an honoured guest who is already gathering a reputation as a great teacher,
Jesus is invited to read the Scriptures and offer an interpretation to the gathered
assembly. 
 
Jesus stands to read, as was customary, and then sits in the traditional position of a
teacher.  The Hazzan, or assistant, would have handed him“the scroll of the prophet
Isaiah” (4:17).  Jesus unrolls the scroll and reads the good news of deliverance that
was proclaimed by the prophet: “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 broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the
prisoners; to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour …” (Isaiah 61:1-2).

These words from Isaiah are a servant song that announces that the Messiah is God’s
servant who will also usher in the amnesty, the liberation and the restoration
associated with the proclamation of the year of jubilee, a time when “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 and every one of you to your
family.” (Leviticus 25:10).  In its original context, the role of Servant would be
experienced by a leader among the people who desires to be used by God as an
instrument of reconciliation and healing and who passes that calling on to others in
the community who are open to God’s call:

· “The identity of this Servant is inextricably tied up with commitment to
God’s will, a commitment to be present as God’s agent of God’s mercy to the
broken and the oppressed and as one announcing that after years of mourning
the time has arrived in which God will restore the conditions of justice and
peace that characterizes God’s reign.” – Paul D. Hanson.

For Luke, this reading proclaimed the fulfillment of Scripture and the hopes of Israel
through Jesus’ ministry as the Son of God; “What Jesus understood by these verses
… differed sharply from what those gathered in the synagogue assumed they meant.”
(Culpepper).  By reading these familiar words of Isaiah, Jesus announces the
fulfillment of prophecy as well as his role as the Messiah of God.  Following the
practice of synagogue worship, Jesus rolled up the scroll and handed it back to the
attendant; he then sat down to teach, and “the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed
on him” (4:20).  It is here that Jesus speaks his first words as an adult in Luke, an
inaugural address of sorts in which he announces what will be at the heart of his



message and mission: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing”
(4:21).  Jesus announces to his hometown congregation that the age of God’s reign
is here, that the eschatological time when God’s promises are fulfilled and God’s
purpose comes to fruition has arrived, and that there will be changes in the conditions
of those who have waited and hoped.  “What Isaiah announced to the people of his
day is now being announced to the poor, the prisoners, the blind, and the
downtrodden in Jesus’ day.” (Joseph Fitzmyer).  Jesus’ first words announce that
centuries of waiting on God’s blessings have ended, that “the future is here.”  Jesus
is fulfilling the role of the one who would be the “light for revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel” (2:32), the promise of Isaiah that was a the heart
of the mission of Paul and Barnabas that “I have set you to be a light for the Gentiles,
so that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth: (Isaiah 49:6, Acts 13:47).
  

· “Right here, at the beginning of his ministry, Jesus tells us clearly what
his mission is about.  He boldly claims to fulfill the words of Isaiah, who
speaks of the Spirit anointing him, sending him, compelling him to bring good
new to every one of God’s children who is bound up, pressed down, broken in
spirit, impoverished, imprisoned, and desperately hungry for good news.” –
Elizabeth Johnson.

This inaugural announcement by Jesus that the future that was promised through the
prophets in now present in him will continue to be revealed through his life and
ministry.  At the conclusion of his Sermon on the Mount, Matthew reports that “the
crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority,
and not as the scribes” (Matthew 7:28-29).  When the imprisoned John the Baptist
sends his disciples to ask Jesus “are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for
another?” Jesus responds by pointing to his acts on behalf of those he has come to
serve: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them” (Matthew
11:3-5).  As he heals a paralyzed man in Capernaum, Jesus states that the purpose of
this miracle is “so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to
forgive sins [and then] he said to the paralytic, ‘I say to you, stand up, take you mat
and go to your home.’  And he stood up, and immediately took the mat and went out
before all of them, so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, ‘We have
never seen anything like this!’” (Mark 2:10-12).  The future that was promised is now
here in the person of Jesus, who has come “that they may have life, and have it
abundantly.” (John 10:10).



The fulfillment of God’s promises in the life and ministry of Jesus is to continue in
the life and ministry of the Church that bears his name, the church that is “the body
of Christ and individually members of it.” (1 Corinthians 12:27).  In addition to
calling disciples who will be sent out to continue his ministry as “witnesses to the
ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), Jesus appointed seventy persons who he sent “ahead
of him in pairs to every town and place where he himself intended to go” (Luke 10:1). 
The mission of the Seventy was to continue his work in fulfillment of God’s promise
to all people: “cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The Kingdom of God
has come near to you” (10:9).  Jesus warns these followers that they will face
rejection as Jesus himself would be rejected even by his own townspeople, an episode
we will hear about in next week’s Gospel; he tells the Seventy that “whenever you
enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into the streets and say, ‘Even the
dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you.  Yet know
this: the Kingdom of God has come near.’” (10:10-11).  The fulfillment of God’s
promises that begin with Jesus’ announcement in Nazareth will continue through the
mission and ministry of the Church that is the Body of Christ, the Church that is
called, gathered, and empowered by the Holy Spirit to embody the love of Jesus and
to spread Christ’s liberating word to the ends of the earth.

· “’The communion of saints’ … I believe that there is a holy group and
a congregation made up only of saints.  And you too are in this church; the
Holy Spirit leads you into it through the preaching of the gospel.  Formerly you
knew nothing of Christ, but the Christian church proclaimed Christ to you. 
That is, I believe that there is a holy church, which is a congregation in which
there are nothing but saints.  Through the Christian church, that is, through its
ministry, you were sanctified; for the Holy Spirit uses its ministry in order to
sanctify you.  Otherwise you would never know and hear Christ.” – Martin
Luther, Sermons of the Catechism.

While the Picture Phones that amazed us at the World’s Fair did become reality in our
present world, many of the futuristic promises that we witnessed in the Sixties were
never realized.  It is a reminder that human predictions of the future, even those based
on solid scientific evidence, are never trustworthy or reliable; and some things that
were developed, including personal computers and smartphones, were never imagined
by the futurists who planned that exposition in New York City.  None of us can
accurately predict the future, for “now we see in a mirror, dimly” (1 Corinthians
12:12); but while our human predictions of the future are never certain, we know with
confidence that God’s Word and God’s promises are always trustworthy and true
because they are rooted in the steadfast love of God that never ceases, the promises



of God that are always fulfilled, the Word of God that “shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent
it.” (Isaiah 55:11).  As Jesus announced to his hometown congregation that “today
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing,” we know with confidence that all
that God has promised will be fulfilled because the future of  God’s promised
Messiah is here in the presence of Jesus Christ, who promises us that “I am with you
always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20), whose promises separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:39).  As Jesus announces that he
is the one who fulfills God’s promise of restoration and liberation, as the Church that
is sent out in the power of the Spirit to continue his mission we know that we too
“have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our Lord; to care for all, without
reserve, and spread his liberating word” (ELW Hymn 729).

· “My favourite definition of the church comes from Karl Barth, who said,
‘[The Church] exists … to set up in the world a new sign which is radically
dissimilar to [the world’s] own manner and which contradicts it in a way which
is full of promise’ … Having experienced the grace of God for ourselves, [we
want] to dispense it to others, free of charge, no strings attached, as grace
always comes.  The church, I have learned, can indeed be a new sign radically
dissimilar to the world’s own manner, and contradict it in a way which is full
of promise.  For this reason, church is worth the bother.” – Philip Yancey.

Most of the futuristic promises of the New York World’s Fair were never realized;
but the promises of God will always be accomplished because God is faithful, and
God’s Word is trustworthy and true.  The future is here because our Lord Jesus Christ
is with us, and the mission that began with his announcement in Nazareth continues
in our ministry to others in the name of our Lord and Saviour.  May we continue that
mission so that all may know that Jesus Christ is Lord, and that we all live in the
blessed assurance that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children
sever.”

Amen.


