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14 Then Jesus, in the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the 
surrounding region. 15 He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone. 
16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath 
day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He 
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was wriBen: 
 
18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
    because God has anointed me 
        to bring good news to the poor. 
God has sent me to proclaim release to the capFves 
    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
        to set free those who are oppressed, 
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
20 And Jesus rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the aBendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him. 21 Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing.”  

 
Jesus is so mysterious. He’s not always easy to figure out. I someLmes describe my pursuit of 
Jesus as looking for someone who has just leO the room. You sense them, but there’s nothing to 
hold onto. SomeLmes, in church, we talk about Jesus like he’s this obvious reality. Like you 
should just know and accept Jesus as “Lord” and “Savior” or “give your life” to Jesus. But the 
truth is, it’s hard to know who Jesus is or what Jesus means. It’s not easy to figure out what it 
means to live your life in the way of Jesus.  
 
I’ve been working with our middle school Sunday School class this fall on what we know, for 
sure, about Jesus of Nazareth—the truth is, it’s not much. We’re preXy sure he was a real 
Jewish man who lived near the Sea of Galilee in the late 20s/early 30s CE. A few historians aXest 
that there was a Jesus, who had many followers, who was crucified by Roman authoriLes. Our 
middle schoolers concluded from that fact that Jesus did something threatening to Rome. Was 
it walking around, talking to people about God? Was it inviLng people to love God and love 
their neighbors? That doesn’t seem likely to warrant the death penalty. Was Rome mad that 
Jesus promised people eternal life when we die? Or, more likely, did he make them mad by 
telling the leaders of his religion they were ge`ng God wrong? Calling Roman power 
illegiLmate and saying that wealth belonged to the people? Jesus was likely killed for saying that 
God wants a world in which all people are free—and people who believed that followed him. 
But the historical record doesn’t tell us exactly why Jesus was killed. The truth about Jesus 
doesn’t just present itself. Each of us has to do our own exploraLon. 
 
Howard Thurman did, too. Thurman was born in 1899 in Daytona Beach, Florida. He was raised 
in a BapLst family, but Thurman had an uneasy relaLonship to the church. A pivotal moment 



was the death of his father when Howard was 7. His father, loved by Howard, wasn’t a regular 
church aXender. The BapLsts hosted his funeral reluctantly but the pastor hired a traveling 
evangelist to officiate, and the evangelist condemned Saul Thurman to hell. Howard was 
wounded and he vowed to have nothing to do with that religion, or the church. Instead of 
walking away, Thurman began a long process of deep theological exploraLon to prove that the 
church was wrong about both his father and about Jesus. 
 
One reason I think Thurman is helpful as a guide for ChrisLans today is that his faith was shaped 
not by the authority of the church, but by the authority of deep personal spiritual experience. 
Because of this experience with his father, he was forced to admit that there is a difference—
someLmes a big one—between the religion of the church and the religion of Jesus. You can’t 
trust the church to always bear religious truth; someLmes you have to go find it on your own. 
Thurman found it. He found it first in nature: in the deep rhythms of the ocean near his home, 
and in the way communion with nature dissolves the boundaries between self and world—a 
mysLcal oneness. Thurman’s faith was shaped, by the pracLce of silence--his discovery that 
there was inside himself a deep reservoir of peace, of communion with God.  
 
Thurman’s faith was also deeply shaped by his relaLonship with Jesus. Jesus shows what it looks 
like when a human being trusts God. Jesus, in parLcular, showed Thurman how a human being 
can live with dignity in the face of hardship and injusLce, and sLll remain true to what is good. 
Jesus’ ability to love even his enemies was evidence for Thurman of Jesus’ unshakable trust in 
God. Thurman found he needed this Jesus, because his experience of being Black in America 
created an intolerable dissonance between who he knew himself to be in God’s eyes, and how 
he was treated by white ChrisLans. For Thurman, a Jesus who holds true to love in the face of 
that hatred—that was a Jesus who could save him. 
 
I want to share with you something that my theology professor Jim Cone would say, which I 
have come to believe is true: Black people rescued ChrisLanity in America. Black ChrisLans 
preserved the core of our faith—that Jesus came to rescue and free living human beings. He 
didn’t live only so that we can be “born again” or be given “eternal life.” Jesus’ salvaLon is also 
about dignifying human lives—it is a movement of people called to live together in freedom 
from exploitaLon and oppression. Thurman played a huge part of the rescuing of ChrisLanity. 
But even for someone as giOed as Thurman, coming to know Jesus wasn’t easy. Thurman’s 
understanding of Jesus didn’t come to him all at once. He had to struggle, and work for it. 
 
In Thurman’s most famous book, Jesus and the Disinherited, he recounts a pivotal conversaLon 
he had in India, when Thurman was travelling as a ChrisLan peacemaker. He met a young 
lawyer, who said to Thurman: 

 
What are you doing here? ... More than three hundred years ago your forefathers were taken from the 
western coast of Africa as slaves. The people who dealt in the slave traffic were Chris&ans. ... The men who 
bought the slaves were Chris&ans. Chris&an ministers, quoFng the Chris&an apostle Paul, gave the 
sancFon of religion to the system of slavery. ... During all the period since [emancipaFon] you have lived in 
a ChrisFan naFon in which you are segregated, lynched, and burned. Even in the church there is 



segregaFon. ... I do not wish to seem rude to you. But sir, I think you are a traitor to all the darker peoples 
of the earth. I am wondering what you, an intelligent man, can say in defense of your posiFon. 

 
Thurman knew the man was right. Thurman went back to the gospels, to the stories about 
Jesus, to his own experience of Jesus, to try and understand why he knew the religion of Jesus 
was different that the religion of the white church. He lays out his vision in Jesus and the 
Disinherited, one of the books every ChrisLan should read. Thurman saw that Jesus was poor. 
He didn’t own land. He had few, if any, legal protecLons. Jesus was an oppressed minority living 
under state-sponsored terrorism. Jesus was like most every Black American in the mid 20th 
century. Thurman knew that to survive in that kind of harsh reality, you learn to be afraid, to be 
deceihul, and you learn to hate your enemy—because hatred fuels your energy to survive.  
 
When Jesus appeared, he spoke to people who were going through that same experience. And 
Jesus told them they had to let go of their fear, cynicism, and hatred because those qualiLes 
degrade you, liXle by liXle. When we live with fear, and cynicism, and hatred, Thurman said, we 
are being controlled by the one who provokes those feelings in us. Our liberaLon demands we 
abandon these responses so that we can take up the creaLve power of love and nonviolence. 
Thurman said that Jesus proclaimed a universal belovedness of all people. Only the embrace 
our enemies finally “defeats” them. Jesus, centered on the God that was alive within him—
never lost sight of that same image of God that he knew was in every other person.  
 
There are two things that I find so unique and powerful about Thurman’s understanding of 
Jesus that I want you to hear as you conLnue on your journey to discover Jesus. The first is that 
Jesus loves both the oppressed and the oppressor. And because Jesus loves both the oppressed 
and the oppressor, he challenges both. To the oppressor, Jesus says you must give up your love 
of power to grasp the power of love. Oppressors must repent of their sin and must give up 
wealth and privilege. There is nothing easy about that. We are enmeshed in systems of 
oppression that are hard to extricate ourselves from, but we must try. 
 
To the oppressed, Jesus says you, too, much change—you have to give up your jusLfied enmity 
and embrace the humanity of your oppressor. No maXer what someone does to you, says about 
you, they are sLll God’s beloved. 
 
I don’t know which of these challenges is harder. But in both cases, he says, our relaLonship 
with Jesus is so full of love—that love is so powerful—that our transformaLon must follow. 
 
The second thing about Thurman’s view of Jesus that I want you to hear is that Thurman kept 
insisLng what while Jesus’ message is always poliLcal, we cannot lose its spiritual dimension. 
Thurman knew we are spiritual beings, and our spiritual liberaLon is essenLal to our poliLcal 
liberaLon. Thurman resisted call aOer call for him to go to the front lines of the Civil Rights 
movement—to be a Gandhi for Black Americans. Thurman said no. That was not, he said, “the 
way the grain of my wood moves.” Instead, he modeled the life of contemplaLon. He showed us 
the power of “centering down,” of finding quiet Communion with God.  
 



Here was the radical risk Thurman took in his own life and that he commends to you: In the 
silence, each of us has access to the immediate power of the Spirit—the same Spirit that fills 
Jesus when he stands in the synagogue at Nazareth can be in you.  
 
This scripture so clearly establishes a liberaLng mission for Jesus’ life. But if you read it closely, 
you’ll noLce that the nature of the liberaLon is not quite specific. 
 
There is good news for the poor—but is this the jubilee year, the forgiveness of debts, the 
restoraLon of economic jusLce? Is the good news the dignity of being seen and loved by God? 
 
Jesus declares that capLves are to be set free. Does he mean those who languish in prison 
under a roXen criminal jusLce system will find freedom? Yes, but so will those held capLve to 
anxiety, and fear, false ideologies. 
 
Yes, the blind will see—those whose eyes are healed by Jesus’ touch, and those whose eyes are 
opened to God’s vision for a truly just society. 
 
Jesus announces liberaLon. But it’s not clear… is it poliLcal? Economic? Spiritual? 
 
Howard Thurman might say that you need to find the answer yourself. Sit in the quiet, focus 
your mind and the heart, as Jesus did, upon God. It is in that place of inLmate, interior 
communion that you discover that the truth of what Jesus said in the synagogue: “Today, this 
word is fulfilled in your hearing. Today, in Jesus, we are free. Today.” 


