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“This is the day that the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it.” This is the way that I 

begin each Sunday, but I must say that as I stepped into the pulpit today, I did so with some 

degree of fear and trembling. In fact, I had to reach deep inside to find those words. Yes, this is 

the day that God has made, but somehow rejoicing doesn’t feel as if it’s at the top of our list for 

gathering together on this Sunday morning, does it? 

How can we come rejoicing as we watched the scenes out of Kabul over the past couple of 

weeks? A week and a half ago, we watched as people chased a massive military jet down the 

runway at the airport, trying anything to get out of the country as the Taliban swept through and 

took control. I could not get out of my mind the images of the hundreds of people trying to grab 

onto wheels, wings, or anything they could grab, desperate for freedom. And moments later 

watching as two fell from the sky to their death when the plane began rising into the air, one of 

them an Afghan soccer player. I’ve never known that kind of desperation. 

How can we come we rejoicing following the news of Thursday morning? Shocked and 

horrified, we heard the reports that a suicide bomber attacked the gates of the Kabul airport and 

took the lives of 13 service members along with nearly 170 others who were simply trying to 

escape to a more hope-filled life. We weep at the thought of such senseless violence, terror, and 

chaos. We mourn with families whose loved ones offered the ultimate sacrifice, not only for us 

but for so many others who feel trapped in fear. 

We weep because 13 families had to answer a doorbell that every military family dreads to have 

rung. We weep because they received a flag that should not have had to come for many more 

years. We come together and hold one another as we weep because these 13 were swept up in 

one violent act. We lift the families of these heroes before our God as we offer their names: 

• MC Sgt. Johanny Rosario Pichardo 

• MC Sgt. Nicole L. Gee 

• MC Staff Sgt. Darin T. Hoover 

• MC Cpl. Hunter Lopez 

• MC Cpl. Daegan W. Page 

• MC Cpl. Humberto A. Sanchez 

• MC Lance Cpl. David L. Espinoza 

• MC Lance Cpl. Jared M. Schmitz 

• MC Lance Cpl. Rylee J. McCollum 

• MC Lance Cpl. Dylan R. Merola 

• MC Lance Cpl. Kareem M. Nikoui 

• Navy Corpsman Maxton W. Soviak 

• Army Staff Sgt. Ryan C. Knauss 
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We gather in our tears as we pray for the families of some 170 others who mourn the senseless 

loss of their loved ones, as well. We pray for those still trying to provide safe exit for others in 

the coming days as they must mourn silently to finish the mission. We pray for those who are 

turning away the faces of refugees who will be left behind in the chaos and uncertainty of a new 

regime. We pray for those who are seeking other ways out, that they may be safe. We pray for 

those who are being resettled in foreign lands, that they may be received with open arms and find 

those who will walk this journey with them; that the nations of the world will find ways to 

welcome the stranger in their midst. 

We also gather together and pray for those who rule by violence and those who seem to only 

know violence as their way. We pray for those who abuse and degrade and dehumanize people 

created in the very image of God as they cannot seem to see or be moved by that image in others 

or themselves. We pray for our enemies and those who persecute…not because we find it easy to 

do this morning, not even because we want to this morning, but because Jesus calls us to do so.  

For somehow the Jesus who sees us as redeemable died not only for us but for the WHOLE 

WORLD; for everyone, especially those that we find it most difficult to love or like today. 

Beyond this, as we come together for worship this morning, we know that residents of New 

Orleans and other parts of Louisiana are preparing for a category 4 hurricane as Ida approaches 

exactly 16 years after Hurricane Katrina decimated the Gulf Coast, taking the lives of over 1,800 

people. 

And the people of Haiti live with aftershocks of an earthquake in a time when they just can’t 

catch another break. 

We gather together to pray today, yes, but rejoice? Rejoicing seems to be just as far from our 

hearts as praying for our enemies and those who persecute us, doesn’t it? I don’t know about 

you, but I’m crying out, “Enough, Lord, enough! How long must we wait for peace to reign?  

How much more can people take?” Rejoicing seems out of touch with the reality of the 

wilderness we experience this morning, doesn’t it? 

Stepping out of his own wilderness experience where he was tempted by Satan, the Accuser, 

Jesus begins visiting one synagogue after another, preaching wherever he went. Everyone seems 

to be in awe of what he has to say. So much so that there is quite a stirring as he approaches his 

hometown synagogue in Nazareth. It’s like going to your home church, the place where you 

grew up. There, everybody knows your name. And you know everyone else. You know each 

other’s joys and struggles. Jesus shared a common history with them. 

As he steps into the pulpit, Jesus is handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. So much for 

preparing your sermon in advance, right? The leader of the synagogue gives him the lesson. It’s 

almost like a game of “Stump the Preacher.” 

But Jesus opens the scroll and reads these words: 

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good 

news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and 

recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of 

the Lord’s favor [the year of Jubilee (forgiveness and release)]. 
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Luke tells us, “Then [Jesus] rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The 

eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him.” And Jesus said, “Today this scripture 

is fulfilled in your hearing.” We’re even told that everyone was amazed at what he said, noting 

that he was “Joseph the carpenter’s son.” 

Can you imagine how these words fell on the ears of those in the synagogue that day? Did Jesus 

read the local newspapers? Did he pay attention to the daily reporters? The area was under 

foreign occupation by the Romans. The Pax Romana, the Roman Peace, was kept by Roman 

force and they had better obey. 

Good news for the poor, freedom for prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, freedom for the 

oppressed, and the year of Jubilee when debts are to be forgiven and servants set free were just a 

dream from Isaiah’s time. How could it be realized that day, in that moment, in light of the 

present circumstances? Jesus had to be out of touch with reality. 

If we were to read on, Jesus tells them that a prophet is not accepted in his own hometown. As an 

example, he recounts two miracles that Elijah performed that were not for his own people of 

Israel to whom he had been sent but for two foreigners, a widow from Zarapheth and Naaman, 

the Syrian. At that, they run him out of town. 

But I am caught by one word that Jesus speaks, “Today”! “Today this scripture is fulfilled in 

your hearing.” 

You see, for Jesus, the good news was not a word of hope for some distant future. It was not 

simply a memory from centuries earlier. No, “Today” is the day! Now is the moment that God’s 

good news is embodied in Jesus, in their very midst, in the face of every adversity that lies before 

them. Hope is not some distant, far off pipe dream, but rather something to be grasped right now, 

in the moment, in the presence of the One who brings life in the midst of death, hope in the midst 

of despair, healing in the midst of pain and sorrow, freedom in the midst of oppression and 

imprisonment, and forgiveness and release in the midst of indebtedness and captivity. 

“This is the day that the Lord has made…” We breathe this statement of faith in the face of 

difficult moments like today, for when we do so, we remind one another that we do not do this 

alone. Surely, we remind one another that God is with us with our words, but even more so we 

remind one another that God is with us as we share God’s goodness even in the moments of our 

deepest fears, sadness, and moments of struggle. 

In June and July, as I found myself recovering from Bell’s Palsy, I was so overwhelmed by the 

meals, cards, emails, phone calls, and prayers that each of you offered up for me. In the midst of 

a difficult moment, you became visible reminders of God’s goodness in my life. I didn’t rejoice 

in my medical issue, but I was able to find joy because of your presence with us and your prayers 

for us. 

When Jesus spoke the good news to the people of Nazareth in the face of their circumstances, he 

was not just preaching, but embodying it for them. He was God’s love message to them 

enfleshed. 



4 

 

We are the body of Christ. As such, we’re empowered to be that same message of love and 

goodness in our world today. We are a stronger witness of that presence together than just on our 

own. 

I’ve already seen the Facebook messages where bars are putting up 13 glasses of beer at 13 

chairs or donut shops are putting up 13 seats with donuts and coffee, all while setting aside 

profits for the families. 

In addition to this, across the globe, people are preparing to receive Afghani refugees that are 

seeking asylum after helping our forces over the past 20 years. Welcoming the stranger as if 

welcoming Jesus. 

We know that the United Methodist Committee on Relief will be present in Louisiana long after 

Hurricane Ida has passed through the area. 

At Birmingham First, John and Nancy Smith, our mission coordinators for Haiti, continue to find 

ways to expedite necessary resources in this critical time to a people who have experienced one 

crisis after another through Jeremie Rising. They were quickly in touch with those in need. The 

pictures of loss were devastating, but there were also pictures of hope as we watched trucks go 

through rivers to get needed supplies to areas impacted the most. As of this weekend, they were 

only about $1,700 shy of their $10,000 goal. Beyond that, they’ve even continued to ensure that 

orphanages have beds for children. John and Nancy, I have a feeling that we’ll have that and then 

some today. 

Several years ago, one of our long-time members, Cliff Bath, and his wife, Isabel, helped a 

refugee family from Cambodia emigrate to the United States and find a home in our midst here 

at Birmingham First. Their son is still a part of our family of faith here. He now is married and 

has a child of his own. Cliff and Isabel also started a ministry that continues to this day, for we 

currently have two other refugee families that we support as they settle in this area. 

Friends, we are the body of Christ together, not on our own. Together, we bring the goodness 

and love of God in the most difficult moments of our world. Together, we remind one another 

that we are not alone. Supporting a refugee family, supporting relief in Haiti or Louisiana, 

sending a card, making a phone call…if you want to know what you can do when you’re 

wondering what to do, just reach out. The possibilities are endless. As followers of Jesus, we 

believe with him that “Today is the day” that scripture is fulfilled, that good news is made real, 

that life comes in the face of despair. Today is the day to be that life, to be the answer to prayer, 

to be the presence of Christ, and to embody goodness, for “This is the day that the Lord has 

made…” 

 


