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I want to begin by thanking all those who made our 
Christmas services so spectacular. I know it seems a 
bit odd, it seems a long time ago, but I've been 
away, my last time here was Christmas Day. So, this 
is my first opportunity to thank the ushers, the 
acolytes, the flower guild, the choir, everyone who 
made those services so special. So, thank you all 
very much for that. It was great effort, but it all 
paid off. You'll be interested to hear this. Before I 
went away, I spent two hours assiduously watering 
my garden. What a complete waste of time that 
was. 

Now today is Outreach Sunday, and I'd like to pick 
out two things from that gospel from St. John that 
we've just heard. The first thing relates to what 
that reading says about Jesus. And the second 
thing is what the reading might say about us. But 
firstly, what the gospel says about Jesus and the 
beginning of the Gospel of John. Well, like all the 
gospels, but particularly in this passage, it's about 
establishing Jesus's identity. The gospels are all 
about making the readers know who Jesus is, why 
he's significant, and that comes across in all the 
gospels, but it's particularly rich in these verses 
from John. So, in these verses, I think there's at 
least four titles that are given to Jesus. We can see 
that it begins with John the Baptist saying, "Here is 
the Lamb of God." Then he goes on to testify that 
Jesus is the son of God. 

The disciples call Jesus rabbi, which means teacher. 
And finally, Peter says to his brother, we have 
found the Messiah. Four titles for Jesus, four ways 
of understanding who he is, what his true identity 
is, and I'd like to argue there's a fifth perhaps way 
that Jesus is described here, not perhaps as clear as 
the other four, but important, nevertheless. John 
the Baptist twice describes Jesus here as the one 
on whom the Spirit descends. He mentions that at 
his baptism, he saw the Spirit descend from heaven 
like a dove, and that it remained on Jesus. And he 
goes on to say that He on whom you see the Spirit 
descend and remain is the one who baptizes with 
the Holy Spirit. And this too is a very important 
element in an understanding of the person of 
Jesus. He is the one on whom the Spirit descended. 

This is particularly developed in the gospel of St. 
Luke. He tells that same story and he goes on to 
expound as to what that means, what the 
significance is of the fact that the Spirit descended 
on Jesus. At the beginning of his gospel, Luke, you 
might remember, he too is painting a picture of 
who Jesus is and he tells the story of when Jesus 
went to his home synagogue in Nazareth right at 
the start of his ministry. You might remember the 
story. It says this, "He unrolled the scroll and found 
the place where it was written. 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 what Luke is doing here is he's spelling out 
what it means to be the one on whom the Spirit 
descends. The Spirit descended on Jesus at his 
baptism to anoint him for a particular mission. And 
in the synagogue, there in Nazareth, Jesus is setting 
out his stall for his ministry. And he presents this 
reading from the prophet Isaiah as his mission 
statement. And we all know what a mission 
statement is. Every company needs to have one to 
make it clear to the employees and to the 
customers what's unique and good and the 
purpose of their company. 

Well, what Jesus is doing here is setting out his 
own mission statement for his ministry. And the 
key elements we see in that ministry according to 
St. Luke, are to bring good news to the poor, to 
proclaim release to the captives, recovery of sight 
to the blind, and freedom for the oppressed. These 
are the things that Jesus was anointed to do when 
the Spirit descended on him at his baptism. 

Well, so much for what the passage says about 
Jesus. Let me just say a few words about what the 
passage might say about us. I think we're to see 
ourselves in this story as those who are issued with 
an invitation. When the disciples asked Jesus where 
he is staying, he replies, "Come and see." Similar to 
other parts of the gospel where he'll simply say, 
"Follow me." 
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Those of us who call ourselves Christians are those 
who have chosen to respond positively to Jesus' 
invitation and have decided to follow him and to 
walk his ways. And on this Outreach Sunday, we 
are particularly aware of what's involved in 
following Jesus. Following Jesus isn't simply about 
believing or assenting to certain things or 
performing certain religious rituals. It's about 
following Jesus and joining him in his mission. It's 
about sharing in his mission to establish the 
kingdom of God. We, too, are baptized with the 
Spirit of God to preach good news to the poor, 
proclaim release of the captives, recovery of sight 
to the blind, and freedom for the oppressed. That's 
a theme which runs throughout scripture. We see 
it, for example, in the Psalms set for today that the 
choir sang for us. It includes this verse, "In sacrifice 
and offering, you take no pleasure." 

That would've come as something of a shock to 
first hearers, the people of Israel who had great 
rituals to perform in their temple. God says 
through the psalmist, through the prophets it's not 
about the sacrifices and the offerings and what you 
do in the temple. That's particularly clear in the 
prophetic books. We read this in the book of Hosea 
from God, "I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, 
the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings." 

That theme's developed in the New Testament. We 
read these very startling words in the book of 
James, "What good is it my brothers and sisters, if 
you say you have faith but do not have works, can 
faith save you? If a brother or a sister is naked and 
lacks daily food and one of you says to them, 'Go in 
peace, keep warm and eat your fill,' and yet you do 
not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of 
that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead." 

This was a strand of biblical teaching that inspired 
Dr. Martin Luther King, who we remember today. 
He said, "Any religion that professes to be 
concerned about the souls of men and is not 
concerned about the slums that cripple the soul, 
the economic conditions that stagnate the soul and 
the city governments that may damn the soul is a 
dry, dead, do-nothing religion in need of new 
blood." 

He went on, "Too often we have neither zeal for 
Christ nor zest for his kingdom. For so many 
Christians, Christianity is a Sunday activity having 
no relevancy for Monday. And the church is little 
more than a secular social club, having a thin 
veneer of religiosity." Those are strong words from 
Dr. King and a sharp reminder that following Jesus 
involves a commitment to share in his mission of 
the building of the kingdom. 

As Christians, and as followers of Jesus, we're 
called to serve those whom the world might 
overlook. Today is our annual Outreach Sunday, 
the day that we invite our partners in mission to 
come and worship with us and tell us something 
about the work they're involved in. And it's an 
invitation for us to find out more, to learn and to 
see where we might play a part in joining in with 
the mission of our partners. 

We have a very active outreach committee who 
will be hearing from later on and they do a great 
job developing and maintaining partners in mission 
and I'm very grateful for the work they do. They 
help us here at St. James to be involved in the 
mission of Jesus. We work in partnership with 
others, and I hope that after this service you'll 
come for coffee in the Parish Hall and find out 
more about the work of our partners and what we 
do and can achieve together. 

And you'll discover that we're actively engaged 
with a number of wonderful partner organizations 
who work in different areas, including orphans in 
Tijuana refugees and asylum seekers, military 
families, and the unhoused. And I'm delighted that 
our Interfaith Shelter has just come to a successful 
conclusion. I'm very grateful to Clark Guest and all 
those others, dozens of people who contributed to 
that effort. On this Outreach Sunday, let us reflect 
firstly on who Jesus is and secondly on how we are 
to follow him. Let's be mindful of Dr. King's call not 
to regard following Jesus as merely a Sunday 
activity. Let's commit again afresh to joining Jesus 
in his ministry. Amen. 

 


