
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday after the Epiphany

Year C

RCL

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Psalm 19
Luke 4:14-21

Give us grace, O Lord, to answer readily the call of 

our Savior Jesus Christ and proclaim to all people the 

Good  News  of  his  salvation,  that  we  and  the  whole 

world may perceive the glory of his marvelous works; 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10

All  the people of Israel gathered together into the 

square before the Water Gate. They told the scribe Ezra 

to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the LORD 

had given to Israel. Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought 

the law before the assembly, both men and women and 

all who could hear with understanding. This was on the 

first day of the seventh month. He read from it facing 

the square before the Water Gate from early morning 

until midday, in the presence of the men and the women 

and those who could understand; and the ears of all the 

people were attentive to the book of the law. And Ezra 

opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he 

was standing above all the people; and when he opened 

it,  all  the  people  stood  up.  Then  Ezra  blessed  the 

LORD,  the  great  God,  and  all  the  people  answered, 
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“Amen, Amen,” lifting up their hands. Then they bowed 

their heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces to 

the ground. So they read from the book, from the law of 

God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that 

the people understood the reading.

And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the 

priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people 

said to all the people, “This day is holy to the LORD 

your God; do not mourn or weep.” For all the people 

wept when they heard the words of the law. Then he 

said to them, “Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet 

wine and send portions of them to those for whom noth-

ing is prepared, for this day is holy to our LORD; and 

do not  be  grieved,  for  the  joy  of  the  LORD is  your 

strength.”
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Psalm 19    Page 606-607, BCP

Caeli enarrant

1 The heavens declare the glory of God, 
and the firmament shows his handiwork.

2 One day tells its tale to another, 
and one night imparts knowledge to another.

3 Although they have no words or language, 
and their voices are not heard,

4 Their sound has gone out into all lands, 
and their message to the ends of the world.

5 In the deep has he set a pavilion for the sun; 
it comes forth like a bridegroom out of his chamber;
it rejoices like a champion to run its course.

6 It goes forth from the uttermost edge of the heavens
and runs about to the end of it again; 
nothing is hidden from its burning heat.

7 The law of the LORD is perfect
and revives the soul; 
the testimony of the LORD is sure
and gives wisdom to the innocent.

8 The statutes of the LORD are just
and rejoice the heart; 
the commandment of the LORD is clear
and gives light to the eyes.

9 The fear of the LORD is clean
and endures for ever; 
the judgments of the LORD are true
and righteous altogether.

10 More to be desired are they than gold,
more than much fine gold, 
sweeter far than honey,
than honey in the comb.
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11 By them also is your servant enlightened, 
and in keeping them there is great reward.

12 Who can tell how often he offends? 
cleanse me from my secret faults.

13 Above all, keep your servant from presumptuous sins;
let them not get dominion over me; 
then shall I be whole and sound,
and innocent of a great offense.

14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable in your sight, 
O LORD, my strength and my redeemer.
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Luke 4:14-21

Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to 
Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the 
surrounding country. He began to teach in their syna-
gogues and was praised by everyone.

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, and the 
scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He un-
rolled the scroll and found the place where it was writ-
ten:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
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 he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the at-
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tendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue 

were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “To-

day this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
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SERMON

I can't remember now whether I read it, or if John 

Hartford told me this tale himself, but he was playing in 

Japan. Since the audience spoke Japanese, he had an in-

terpretor.  He  greeted  the  crowd  by  saying,  “I'm  just 

tickled to death to be here.” The interpretor interpreted 

and there was a gasp. Later, John found out that “I'm 

tickled to death to be here” had been interpreted as “He 

scratches himself until he dies.” Interpretation is every-

thing.

The  two  texts  from  the  Revised  Common  Lec-

tionary this week offer a chance to reflect on how we 

interpret the word “worship”. It's not universally appar-

ent that we all mean the same thing by the word “wor-

ship”.  It's  not  even apparent  that  we are clear in our 

own minds about the word or the ways “worship” might 

differ from simply “churchy stuff”.
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Let me tell you what I mean. I bet I’m not the only 

one to arrive home after a long trip only to realize I had 

no memory of the drive itself. I’ve been on autopilot. 

Worship can get that way. We sing familiar hymns, re-

cite the familiar creed, look at the same devastatingly 

handsome preacher, and all the while, mentally we’re 

planning lunch or wondering if the blow-hard will quit 

talking soon so that we don’t miss the tip off or the kick 

out, or whatever you call it.

I put it to you: since we could plan lunch at home, 

watch the game at home, and since at least one of us 

can’t sing worth a hoot, why are we getting out of our 

warm beds to come here? What draws us to this build-

ing? How do we understand what we do here? 

When we’re trying to understand what we mean by 

“worship”  it  is  good  to  compare  it  to  others’ under-

standing  of  worship.  Let's  look  at  our  first  example, 
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from Nehemiah. In 597 b.c.e. and again in 586 b.c.e., 

Babylon cleared out Jerusalem. Anybody with any skill 

or brains was tramped out over the broken walls and 

taken  to  Babylon  and  there  they  sat  for  the  next  48 

years until a Persian king ruling a now defeated Baby-

lon issued the Decree of Cyrus allowing the Jews to re-

turn to Jerusalem. For his good work, Cyrus the Great is 

referred to as the Lord’s messiah in Scripture. 

Cyrus died in battle and was succeeded by his son, 

Cambyses II.  He met his end under disputed circum-

stances  and was  followed by  Darius  the  Great.  Then 

came Xerxes I who was murdered in 465 b.c.e. Follow-

ing that murder, there was a lot of killing of people and 

Artaxerxes I finally took the throne. With me so far?

Artaxerxes had a cup bearer. A king’s cup bearer did 

more than tote his coffee cup. He was responsible for 

drinking from it first to demonstrate that it was not poi-
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soned. A high-stress occupation, I would think, but one 

of enormous status, and all the more wonderful as this 

cup bearer was an Israelite.  His name was Nehemiah 

and  Artaxerxes  sent  him  to  Jerusalem to  rebuild  the 

walls in 445 b.c.e.

Jerusalem had been destroyed, remember, burnt to 

the ground, Temple of Solomon and all, a century and a 

half earlier. The Jews had been taken into captivity and 

had only  been permitted to  return  after  Babylon was 

conquered by the Persians, about a century before our 

story today. The king’s own cup bearer has now come 

to rebuild the walls, rededicate the people to the wor-

ship of God and to purify the religion.

Here is how it is reported:

Then Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God, 
and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” 
lifting up their hands. Then they bowed their 
heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces 
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to the ground. So they read from the book, from 
the law of God, with interpretation. They gave 
the sense, so that the people understood the 
reading.

The people answered with a twofold amen, indicat-

ing that they agreed with both the blessing of the Lord 

and the reading of  the law. Then they lifted up their 

hands in supplication, and bowed their heads with their 

faces  to  the  ground indicating submission,  something 

Muslims do to this day. And their response to hearing 

the word explained to them? We’re told,  “For all  the 

people wept when they heard the words of the law.”

Let’s dissect this experience. First of all, the reading 

of the law took place in the public square, not in the 

Temple, which means that lay people, including women 

and children, could hear it. This wasn’t a training exer-

cise for the religious experts. It included everybody and 

it  included explanations.  Clearly, it  was intended that 
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every individual should be informed that God had ex-

pectations  of  His  people.  Being God’s  people  carries 

with it  responsibilities and those responsibilities can’t 

be delegated to church professionals.

Secondly, the people listening did so with expecta-

tion and anticipation. They held their hands up and ac-

tually wanted to hear what was being read. No sense of 

obligation here. They weren’t saying, “It’s Sunday. We 

gotta go to church.” They were asking to be informed.

Thirdly, the people acknowledged the sacredness of 

what was being read to them by bowing their faces to 

the ground in submission. A Muslim is a follower of the 

religion of Islam. Islam is the Arabic word for “submis-

sion”. Muslims submit themselves to God in worship by 

bowing their faces to the ground. As I’ve mentioned be-

fore, Americans find it very difficult to submit to any-

thing.
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Finally,  when the  people  had heard  the law read, 

they reacted emotionally, by weeping.

Odd  reaction,  don’t  you  think?  What  were  they 

weeping for? One might well reflect on what they had 

accomplished by the year 445 b.c.e. They had been al-

lowed to return to Jerusalem 93 years before. They had 

completed the rebuilding of the Temple 71 years before, 

but it was only now that they had been instructed in the 

demands of God for His people and I think it floored 

them.  Maybe  they’d  come  to  believe  that  all  God 

wished for them to do was to build a church and support 

it. Maybe it hadn’t occurred to them that being the peo-

ple of God comes with individual responsibilities. The 

priests told them not to weep but to celebrate because 

being one of God’s people is a celebratory sort of thing, 

but first they wept.

So, we have to ask ourselves if going to church in 
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21st Century America is the same thing as worship in 

Nehemiah’s time.

Turning to the New Testament, we’re told that Jesus 

had left Nazareth and made quite a name for Himself, 

traveling around and doing remarkable things. Now he 

has come home to his home church, and all Nazareth is 

excited  to  see  their  now famous  favorite  son.  Here’s 

something we can readily relate to — the experience of 

a Timothy returning to his home church to preach for 

the first time. All the friends and relations are there to 

look proudly on. In times like this, it doesn’t much mat-

ter what the favorite son has actually done to win fame. 

The important thing is that he is one of “us” and he’s fa-

mous, and we’re going to see him. Jesus come back to 

Nazareth or Billy Ray Cyrus come back to Flatwoods, 

it’s much the same. There will be a big turnout to see 

how the young man turned out and to bask in his re-
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flected fame.

In accordance with the  custom of  the  time,  Jesus 

stood to read from the prophet Isaiah. What he read was 

electrifying to the crowd.

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
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 he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the 
attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to 
say to them, “Today this scripture has been ful-
filled in your hearing.”

That’s a pretty remarkable thing for someone to say, 

and potentially offensive to many, but it’s coming from 

the  home-town boy,  and  everybody  is  proud of  him. 

Next Sunday we'll pick up that thread and find out what 
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happened as Jesus began his sermon. For now, remem-

ber that the people of Nazareth did not know that the 

Son of God was speaking to them. They had come to 

see Joe and Mary's kid that everybody has been talking 

about. They came to see a performance by the kid who 

made good.

Is going to church in the 21st Century anything like 

this? Do we sometimes see it as performance? I got a 

flier for the Cowboy Church by email the other day.
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Come join us this Sunday, at the 

COWBOY CHURCH 
"PRAY & PLAY" 
BULL BUCK OUT

Featuring the music of CMA Recording 
Artist RUSTY RIERSON & Evangelist 
John Doe Followed by Chili Dinner & 

BULL BUCK OUT!
Practice Pen & Jackpot

($40 Entry Fee for Jackpot)

FAMILY FUN, FREE RIDE & 

FREE FOOD!!

Please understand that it’s not my intention to mock 

anyone’s path to God. If a Bull Buck Out brings people 

to a relationship with God, I’m all for it. I also under-

stand all about offering something attractive to get peo-

ple into the church so that the church can bring the mes-

sage to them, but I can’t help but contrast this flier with 
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the  behavior  of  the  people  of  Nehemiah’s  time.  This 

flier sounds like a lot of fun. The people in the square 

from early  in  the  morning to  midday weren’t  having 

any  fun  at  all.  There's  nothing  wrong  with  having  a 

good time, but confessing your need for a Savior and 

submitting yourself to the Will of God is never fun for a 

proud people like us because the cross is truly laid on 

every Christian. Recognizing that to follow Jesus is to 

follow Him all the way to the Cross does not generally 

make people giddy with excitement.

I  also can’t  help but  see a similarity  between the 

Cowboy  Church  Bull  Buck Out  and the  people  who 

came to see their famous son do something amazing at 

the synagogue in Nazareth. As I read this flier, I am told 

that the music will be provided by a famous country-

western artist, that there will be free food, bull riding 

and some sort  of a jackpot which costs $40 to enter. 
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Also on the bill  is an evangelist.  It  sounds more like 

performance than worship.

It seems to me that worship, whatever form it takes, 

should be a personally transformative experience, but it 

is very easy to allow it to become a passive undertaking 

or to view it just as performance. In the passage from 

Nehemiah, you can’t help but be struck by the inten-

tionality of the people listening, their  hands raised in 

supplication, and their heads to the ground in submis-

sion. Alexander Campbell, who founded the movement 

that became the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 

was adamant that one must kneel or stand during prayer 

— that your body position makes a difference, and it is 

so. A person seated on a comfortable pew will make one 

sort of prayer. A person contritely kneeling and confess-

ing his shortcomings will make another.

It’s unmistakable also that the people of Nehemiah’s 
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time felt themselves convicted by what they heard, for 

they wept. They wept for lost opportunities. They wept 

from recognition of their heedless failures to live up to 

the  standard the law required of  them. They wept  in 

recognition that they had not behaved as God’s people 

first, but last. They wept for the false priorities which 

they had allowed themselves to embrace. Most of all, 

they wept because they could see that  worship is  in-

tended to be active and transformational, and because 

they could now see that they had approached worship in 

a passive way. They had now become aware of their 

place in God’s Creation and the ways they had failed to 

live into that place in Creation.

When they  realized their  fault,  though,  they  were 

told to celebrate. They got a second chance. They were 

told to take food to those who had none, to include all 

the population, regardless of status, in the celebration, 
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for we are all part of a great tapestry of God’s making 

and the tapestry is incomplete without even the least of 

us.

 I have unquestionably stepped on some toes today 

and I know good and well that I’m going to hear from 

one colleague and one friend on Facebook tonight. I’m 

truly sorry that your toes got in my way but I have said 

what I said so that you might be encouraged to examine 

what you mean by worship. It is by worship that we are 

transformed and by worship that  we find our way to 

communion  with  God the  creator,  God  the  sustainer. 

Not all churchy stuff is worship but all worship is trans-

formational.

What is the nature of this transformation I keep go-

ing on about? One last story, from Anthony de Mello:

“A peasant sets out to find beauty in the sunset, 
but all he finds is sun and cloud and sky and the 
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earth’s horizon til he understands that beauty is 
not a ‘thing’ but a special way of looking. You 
will seek for God in vain til you understand that 
God can’t be seen as a ‘thing’; God needs a 
special way of looking, similar to that of little 
children whose sight is undistorted by prefabri-
cated doctrines and beliefs.”

To be transformed by worship is to understand that 

God can’t be seen as a ‘thing’. To be transformed by 

worship is to gain a special way of looking similar to 

that of little children whose sight is undistorted. If that 

can be done at a Bull Buck Out, so much the better. The 

important thing isn’t the path to transformation, but that 

transformation be allowed to take place. To do so re-

quires  that  we  approach  worship  seriously  and  with 

submission to that which is greater than we. 

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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