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In the name of the one God, creator, redeemer, and sustainer. Amen.  
 
Yesterday, together with Jeff Harris, I had the privilege of attending the Diocese of Virginia’s 
Intercultural Summit at Epiphany Church in Herndon. Over the course of the six-hour mini-
conference, we listened to a panel discussion on the topic of justice in the areas of 
environmental stewardship, gun violence and the welcome of refugees. There were three 
smaller breakout sessions on each of these areas in which attendees could participate. And, as 
with any Episcopal gathering, there was plenty of good food and conversation with colleagues, 
old friends and new acquaintances. 
 
But one thing that resonated most strongly with me was the opening address given by Bishop 
Susan Goff. In her remarks, we were challenged to think of – in the words of Toni Morrison – 
the use of the word “other” as a verb, and how that is so prevalent in the world today. We were 
reminded of the dehumanizing effect on our brothers and sisters in the family of God when 
they are “othered.” Othering changes the dream of we into the reality of us and them. Othering 
is divisive. Othering drives wedges. And as Bishop Susan said, othering is a sin, for it separates 
us from God, from one another, from our own selves, and from God’s creation. 
 
I think all of this ties in quite strongly to this morning’s Gospel reading from Luke. Jesus has 
returned to his hometown, a place where “He knows the people; he knows their faces.”1 On 
this Sabbath day, he has gone to worship with the community in a place he would have known 
well. We know from the first verse in the passage, “[A] report about him spread throughout the 
surrounding country,”2 that people had heard something about him even before he returned 
home. There would have been excitement as he walked into the synagogue and took his place 
among the congregation. And as he was handed the sacred scroll from which he would read, I 
imagine you would have been able to hear a pin drop. 
 
The reading Jesus very intentionally selects from Isaiah (remember, “he unrolled the scroll and 
found the place where it was written”3) is without question a foreshadowing of his entire 
ministry. The words of the prophet and Jesus specifically choosing them are a clear indication of 
the path he will take. They indicate precisely where his focus will be in the coming years. They 
are truly powerful because they identify in detail those for whom he has been sent. 
 

                                                           
1 Linda McKinnish Bridges, “Luke 4:14-21: Exegetical Perspective.” Feasting on the Word: Year C, Vol. 4, p. 285. 
2 Luke 4:15 (NRSV). 
3 Luke 4:17 (NRSV). 



2 
 

The words of Isaiah shared by Jesus on that day point directly to the othered. The poor. The 
captives. The blind. The oppressed. Jesus is showing that they are the ones to whom he has 
been called. Jesus was making clear he would go to the margins to bring into God’s embrace 
those who were “othered.” I do not think there was any doubt when he finished reading the 
passage from Isaiah that the man who returned to town was not the same boy who had first 
been brought home from Bethlehem many years ago. “The carpenter’s son is the Messiah.”4 
 
The words of Isaiah read by Jesus – the call to reach out to others – are a call to us. They are 
after all among the ones for whom in Form I of the Prayers of the People we say: “For the poor 
and the oppressed, for the unemployed and the destitute, for prisoners and captives, and for all 
who remember and care for them, let us pray to the Lord.”5 We are tasked by God with doing 
as Jesus did and going to those who have been othered. The words of the prophet call us to 
offer healing for those who have been dehumanized … to remove the wedges that have been 
painfully driven in … to act as bridges across the divides that have been created. 
 
And opportunities to contribute to healing – opportunities to build bridges – are not necessarily 
always found outside the church. In my nearly 50 years as an Episcopalian, I have seen in 
several congregations how differences and division when left unchecked caused deep wounds. 
Sadly, I have watched as those things in the world around us, those instances when one person 
“others” another, have been carried into the life of a church. Communities have been harmed; 
relationships have been fractured; feelings and emotions have been scarred. 
 
As many things as there are in the world around us to cause division … as many ways as “other” 
has been used as a verb … there is a powerful thing that unites us. It is the call to community. It 
is the call to this table. When we come here, we are given the opportunity to in the words of 
the Eucharistic prayer to “receive the most precious Body and Blood of thy Son Jesus Christ, be 
filled with thy grace and heavenly benediction, and made one body with him, that he may dwell 
in us, and we in him.”6 
 
When we “other” someone else, we are harming more than one person. We are harming the 
one body. We are throwing up obstacles that allow Jesus to dwell in us. And we are harming 
the spirit that binds us all together. Desmond Tutu has spoken beautifully about this 
interconnectedness, this ubuntu: 
 

Ubuntu [...] speaks of the very essence of being human. [We] say [...] "Hey, so-and-so has 
ubuntu." Then you are generous, you are hospitable, you are friendly and caring and 
compassionate. You share what you have. It is to say, "My humanity is caught up, is 
inextricably bound up, in yours." We belong in a bundle of life. We say, "A person is a 
person through other persons."7 

                                                           
4 Bridges, p. 287. 
5 “Prayers of the People, Form I.” Book of Common Prayer, p. 384. 
6 Holy Eucharist I. Book of Common Prayer, p. 336. 
7 Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness. https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/165597-ubuntu-speaks-of-the-very-essence-of-being-
human 
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A person is a person through other persons. When we dehumanize someone, when we belittle 
someone, when we hurt them through our words or actions, we damage ourselves just as much 
as them. We damage the shared humanity in which we are all “inextricably bound up.” And we 
harm the very essence of who we are. 
 
May we as children of God aspire to the model laid out by Jesus in the words spoken on that 
Sabbath morning. May we as brothers and sisters seek to lift up, not tear down. May we always 
be living examples of the open hand who reaches out, not the clenched fist that pulls back. May 
we respect our differences and rejoice in all they add to the tapestry of our family.  
 
For all who fear God and believe in you, Lord Christ, that our divisions may cease, and that all 
may be one as you and the Father are one, we pray to you, O Lord.8 
 
Amen.  
 

                                                           
8 BCP, p. 390. 


