Third Sunday in Epiphany
January 21, 2007
Luke 4.14-21
The Spirit Has Vocal Cords
Message: The Holy Spirit lives in the body and is passed on through the telling and hearing of the Word.
Several years ago a professor at the University of Pennsylvania was known for giving boring, cliché-ridden lectures. At the beginning of one semester, an innovative class breathed new life into his course by assigning baseball plays to each hackneyed phrase. For example, "on the other hand" was a base hit; "by the same token" was a strikeout; "and so on" was a stolen base. Divided into two teams by the center aisle of the lecture hall, the students throughout the term played inning after inning of silent but vigorous baseball. 
On the last day of class, the impossible happened -- the score was tied, the bases were loaded and the batter hit a home run! The winning team stood and cheered wildly. Though deeply appreciative, the professor wondered why only one-half of the students had been enthusiastic about his lectures.  (Louis De V. Day, Jr., in Pennomena, Reader's Digest, April 1981.)
As a preacher, this story makes me a little nervous. I wonder how many quirks of speech or body movement you count in a sermon. One time I caught Pastor Erickson counting how many times I said, “Jesus” in a sermon… I think it was around 60 times that Sunday! And I’ve been known to say, “Praise God!” a time or two!
The funny thing about a speech, lecture, or sermon is that the intent of the speaker is to convey meaning. I don’t think anyone delivers a talk hoping nobody gets anything from it. Speakers plan and craft and practice so that something they say will be meaningful to someone who is listening. Preachers stand in the pulpit and pray that the Spirit will move and that somebody will hear the good news of Jesus Christ.
I wonder if Jesus prayed that the Spirit would move when he stood up to proclaim the Word of the Lord in the synagogue. I wonder what the hearers expected when he stood up to read. Perhaps some came to worship that morning empty, hoping that something in the Word would fill them. Maybe they came to worship expecting to be bored. They’d heard the words of the prophet over and over again. Maybe they expected that they would sit in their regular pew, greet the same two or three people, tune out when the reading started, and expect nothing of significance to happen.
But on that morning something did happen. Jesus came into the synagogue that morning “filled with the power of the Spirit.” Interesting that after 40 days of fasting and being tempted in the wilderness we might expect him to be empty and hungry, but instead he was “filled with the power of the Spirit.”
So Jesus came into the synagogue “filled with the power of the Spirit,” and “he stood up to read” from the ancient prophets…
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me…”

Already the words that may have seemed dead on a page began to come to life.

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me
because he has anointed me” (you may remember just before Jesus’ 40 days of fasting he had been baptized by John in the Jordan)…


“…he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.”
When Jesus spoke from the scroll, what was ink on a page became a living Word. In the speaking and hearing of the Word, the Word lived.
I said earlier that speakers plan and craft and practice so that something they say will be meaningful to someone. But a sermon isn’t just a speech. A sermon speaks the Word of God, and when the Word is spoken, the Word comes to life. Much like on that morning when Jesus spoke and the Word lived, and in great part because Jesus spoke and the Word lived, when the Word is spoken today, the Word lives, and in a different way than when it is read silently to one’s self.
The Word in this space and in the context of worship lives in the body. The Spirit exists in body. The Spirit has vocal cords! The Spirit moves in the breath of the speaker through the vocal cords, is animated by the movement of the speaker’s body and fills this place. It moves in sound and breath into the ears of the hearer, bounces around a bit on the ear drum and enters the soul of the hearer when the sound becomes meaning.

The Word lives in the Spirit when it is spoken and heard, and allowed to permeate our bodies, our minds, and our souls. Listen to the “body” language in today’s reading…
The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’
Scripture was fulfilled because he spoke and they heard. Jesus sent his Holy Spirit to remain with us after his death and resurrection, and we are blessed because the Word lives in us, and through us, and between us, and among us.
We are blessed because when we hear the proclamation of forgiveness of all our sins, they are not just dead words spoken about forgiveness… in the speaking and hearing of those words, our sins are forgiven! It’s happening immediately… our sins are forgiven!

We are blessed because when we hear the words of institution, they are not just dead words spoken about the day Jesus shared bread and wine with his disciples… in the speaking and hearing of those words, Jesus Christ is present in the bread and wine. It’s happening immediately… we are sharing Christ’s last supper and the meal that promises hope for a new and better future.

We are blessed because when we hear the Word of God read from the Bible and proclaimed through the sermon, they are not just dead words spoken about a man who lived 2000 years ago… in the speaking and hearing of God’s Word, the Word lives in us. It’s happening immediately… we are living, breathing, eating, speaking, hearing, singing, and touching the Spirit of God. Praise God! (Oh, yes, you heard me! Praise God!) 

May the Spirit of the Lord live in your body, and may you carry that Spirit with you in all you say and do. For the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord,

Amen

