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There are many facets and directions, as there always are, for a reading of scripture to lead.     

These two we just heard, as individual readings and as they are heard together sparked several 

thoughts and directions for me. And yet I felt most drawn to reflect on the “today-ness” of these 

readings. Because there is a grounding aspect within both…in what is happening in each - that 

simply transcends their own context or the moment in which they are given to us. 

It begins from considering how in both of these readings, we are made aware that people have 

come to be together for something.  People who experience, as we do, the everyday, the 

extraordinary and ordinary aspects of life.   

And they have gathered for hope, they have gathered to learn, they have gathered to somehow 

know and respond to God.  

Nehemiah -from our first reading’s purpose and role for the people who gather with him, was 

toward the rebuilding of Jerusalem.  While he was part of the Persian court, he has heard about 

the wreckage of Jerusalem, his ancestral homeland, and asks to be able to return and help with its 

rebuilding. He works on correcting - what he sees as social concerns - as well as supporting the 

worship life of those people who were returning to Jerusalem from exile.   

In the first reading this morning, we hear Nehemiah and Ezra proclaim to all the people who had 

gathered; waiting to hear from the book… seeking to gain understanding…that, “This day is holy 

to the Lord your God.” And then follows this proclamation with something that sounds a lot like,   

so – invest yourself in joy! Invest in hope!  And then invest your joy, goodness, and hope in 

others who are without.   

“For the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 

Yes, I think in that moment the people wept because they wondered if they or God had somehow 

turned away from each other. And as they looked around, there were surely reasons to 

wonder…they could see their homeland was in ruin, much of their future yet unknown. But…     

or And…Yes, while these words, “this day is holy” speaks to their moment, and was spoken to 

that particular gathering of people who were listening… the hearing of “this day” even as they 



Page #2 

wept, points beyond what is broken in their here and now in its appeal to those gathered to - go, 

enjoy, and share.   

Their history, our own history tells us there are things we mourn, losses we aren’t sure we can 

endure. There are times of regret, actions we wish we or others had not taken that cause terrible 

pain. Those people’s recent experiences and memories were difficult to say the least, just as 

some of ours have been. Just as was the case for our parents, and theirs before them.  

How in each time and generation are we able to claim, “This is the day…still?” 

And then we heard Jesus read those wonderful words from the prophet Isaiah, already ancient at 

the time he unrolls the scroll that day. They are words from the latter part of Isaiah - also spoken 

to people who may have started the process of returning home from exile, who may have 

believed they would return to what they remembered… or at least what they hoped remained 

from their previous lives. And yet so much has changed, so much has been in some way torn 

apart, and torn down from what they remembered it was.   

The words on that scroll are words of hope and consolation spoken into their own troubled, 

unsettled, here and now.  And yet, they are also words that were spoken into that reality, of a 

purpose, of ongoing - good news!     

And is it possible for us to hear that now as we hope to return from our own sort of exile from 

the old norm…from what we knew?  What we look back on as cherished, but was it all really?  

These are the words Jesus chose to read and proclaim as - Today- this is happening - in your 

hearing.  This will be. Those listening to Jesus are hearing him connect an ancient text, a promise 

as well as real experience of hope for that day, to their today. 

 If we read further following Jesus’s words about good news fulfilled, and the tingling 

excitement of those listening - we would quickly hear the excitement slide into their version of, 

“Come on…really? Look around – does it seem like everything is ok?  Fulfilled?  Is there any 

reason to think this guy is the one to believe?  I mean really, consider the source- he’s just 

Joseph’s son, why should we take him seriously?” 

And yet our faith and hope tells us thousands of years later, that those people must have been 

somehow blind to the Good News - that was not only being told for them - but that was right 

there with them, in their presence,  in their hearing! 

I was really drawn to that quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson which says… “this time, like all 

times, is a very good one if we but know what to do with it.” I was drawn to it but not as a “pull 

yourself up” but as a statement of, look around and see where indeed those poor in spirit, poor in 

body, poor in their surroundings are in need of lifting.  Look inside if that is you. 

Embrace whatever you are experiencing and know it is Holy to the Lord. 

And it begs the question, how do you receive it as you hear it…where do you see, and participate 

in this reality now    and tomorrow?     Do we greet each today as “this is the day?”  As we come 

to the end of January… Did we start this New Year embracing it as the Year of the Lord’s favor?    

2022?  Or are we holding back with a – I’ll believe it when I see it? 

The Tuesday book groups have been reading a book in which the author has cancer, and at the 

point we are now reading she has been told she is in a “durable remission.”  Of course, a thing to 
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celebrate!   But she also finds this current diagnosis difficult to frame her future around. The path 

of her treatment has been quite difficult, and her prognosis has been tenuous at best.                        

She talks about being afraid to move forward now,  worried she may forget things she has 

learned in this difficult process.  She worries she won’t be able to learn - to hope again.    

By no means do I feel the authors cancer diagnosis can be simply equated or compared to any 

other type of difficulty, but I did I find myself thinking about her questions and thoughts as they 

could relate to any one of us: 

Are there things that hold us back from moving forward?   Are there things about the upheaval of 

these past few years that has taught us something we don't want to forget?  OR are we hanging 

on to hurt or difficulties because we worry about what we might lose if we forgive, change, or 

just let them go? 

Let’s picture again the context of our reading from Luke. Jesus has returned to his hometown 

after being baptized and then 40 days of temptation out in the wilderness and has been moving 

about the Galilea filled with the Holy Spirit. And people are talking about him, he is gaining a 

reputation.  Then he shows up in the Synagogue with the people he grew up with.  All this is 

going on before he stands to read and offer those well-known words and applies it to himself and 

them.  

I wonder at all the reasons they may have that struggled to believe that the Good News applied to 

them.  Was it just that they didn’t see what Jesus was for them?  What held them back from 

embracing the Good News in the flesh?  Was there something they were afraid they’d lose if 

they did?  How about us?  Do we believe the Good News is for us - today? Do we invest 

ourselves in joy and hope?  Do we invest the joy and hope we have in others?     

But, if and when it is hard to feel encouraged or inspired about the TODAY we are in, let us 

remember Nehemiah and Ezra so long ago…and the people they spoke God’s heart to… 

Let’s remember - Jesus gathered with a community of people, and what he has begun to say 

about bringing good news. These things are said not only to one person, about practicing mercy, 

about practicing joy. For by the implication of hearing this together, we know that we do this 

alongside others.  We gather to remind ourselves (as they did), of who we are, not just in the 

moments of today, but in the full arc of history, the full arc of God’s presence. 

This day and every day is Holy to the Lord.   

Think about what happens, what hope opens up to us when we look for God’s presence in 

whatever we are in…and find some hope, some joy, some purpose for us all who hear and 

receive the words before us today.   

This is the day…still. Today- as it was yesterday and is tomorrow.  Invest in joy, invest in hope, 

and invest your joy and hope in others. 

This day and every day is Holy to the Lord…   this is the day!  Still-       Amen. 
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