Proclaiming Jubilee
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
One of the endearing parts of the Christmas season for me is when I hear about some of the letters children send to Santa.  Usually, the U.S. Postal Service highlights a few of them each year—letters that are supposed to be delivered to Santa at the North Pole but might otherwise be returned to the hopeful sender with the rather distressing stamp: “Undeliverable as addressed. No known occupant.” 
Fortunately, at some point, a wise and charitable soul decided that deflating the hopes of innocent children was less in the spirit of the season than simply fostering the belief that Santa would receive the letter and fulfill the wishes of the eager-hearted.


Most requests are what we might expect: toys, video games, and the like; a few are more poignant, hoping for the return home of mothers, fathers, or siblings serving in the military.  
Then there are the humorous ones, such as:
Dear Santa, 
When you come to my house there will be cookies for you.  But if you are real hungry you can use our phone and order pizza to go.

Dear Santa, 
I’ll take anything because I haven’t been that good.  

Dear Santa, 
I’m not going to ask for a lot.  Here’s my list: Etch-A-Sketch animator, two packs of #2 pencils, Crayola fat markers and the big gift…my own [flatscreen LED] TV.  Well, maybe you could drop the pencils; I don’t want to be really selfish.
 
One of the more memorable letters was written up in the Washington Post last December.  A mother asked her child to write a list.  When the mother looked at it, the list only contained one item—a remote control.  A remote to control the world.  

It got better.  The mini-mastermind in a pink headband left out a letter in the missive, addressing her humble request to “Sata.”  So when Mom gently suggested that she forgot an “N”, the 6-year-old quickly added it on, thus appropriately asking “Satan” for a world dominance remote control.

In any case, letters to Santa also include a number of pleas from children for help—not toys for themselves, but basic survival assistance for their parents and families.  We know kids are not immune to adult realities, particularly when the economy is in decline, with stresses over family unemployment or underemployment, perhaps the fear of losing their home altogether, worries about someone’s health or immigration status, or violence and anger in the home, or any of a number of things that currently haunt American households.  So it shouldn’t surprise us when children ask Santa for help with their basic insecurities of life.  It’s just sad that this has to be their reality.  If you’re Santa, how does your answer get stuffed into a stocking?

Stresses like these are not unusual and, I suppose, it does reflect the Dickens’-like world we live in.  Times are not only tough, they have been unusually tough over the last three or four years on the middle and lower end of society.  So many households are financially stretched and stressed during this season—some critically so.  Part of it is due to the great disparity in incomes and the shortfall of good jobs and opportunities, which have set so many households back after the loss of a previous job; but even if employment is stable, other factors aren’t, such as rising health and housing costs, requiring people to spend beyond their means just to make ends meet.  
But that’s not the whole story.  Those who are stressed aren’t limited to the unemployed, or the extremely poor, or even lower incomes.  Statistics show a majority of Americans find themselves in debt beyond their means.  Part of the crisis households face is that many Americans bought into the myth of the last few decades that they could live at levels exceeding their incomes.  Halfway through 2011, personal indebtedness in this country amounted to $13.3 trillion, or over $44,000 for every man, woman, and child!
  That was actually down from the previous year, but it is still paralyzing when you consider how much people owe.  
Regardless of where you find yourself on the economic ladder, whether you find yourself in debt or free of it, chronic widespread debt affects nearly everyone, even if your balance sheet is in the black.  Everyone is impacted by the level of debt in society—not only directly related to income and money and access to credit, but also with the social costs and psychological effects that debt has on people.  

With debt such a prominent concern for many Americans, Christmas tends to become more of a burden to families than we’d care to admit.  Households are already swimming in debt before the holidays, which only means they’re drowning in it once the New Year begins.  “Santa” does seem more like “Satan” once the bills start coming in.  Indebtedness is a terrible and demoralizing form of economic and social slavery that crushes the human spirit.

I suppose I’m stating the obvious, or maybe I’m actually revealing the dark secret in many of our lives.  Debt is a terrible burden to us at every age and stage of life.  So for that reason, it makes sense to rethink what this season is all about.  The meaning and message of Christ’s coming is completely missed by most people, because we have replaced it with rampant materialism, making this season a burden for many.  Ironically, returning to what it is all about may be our saving grace—what Christ’s coming really is supposed to mean may redirect ourselves toward saving ourselves.
That may be hard to grasp at first, because Christmas has been more of an escape from these harsh realities.  Besides, Christian tradition has always focused more on ceremony than substance, so we are led to believe that merely celebrating Jesus’ birth is a sign of sincere devotion and faithfulness.  The truth is, the purpose behind Jesus’ life is the real focus of our faith and that has more to do with liberating people from the slavery of indebtedness than anything else.  Though the Church has even “spiritualized” this over time (making it seem as though salvation is only from our personal moral mistakes and misgivings), that was not the original intent.  The indebtedness Jesus focused on began with the very kind of indebtedness that weighs many of us down in life—financial, economic, and interpersonal.  But we don’t recognize that simply by hearing the stories about Jesus’ birth; it is only evident when we contemplate the meaning and purpose of Jesus’ life.

You see, the part of Jesus’ life that ultimately matters to us has little to do with Bethlehem or the story about a manger.  The Gospel of Luke offers us one of the first glimpses of this when Jesus, decades later, inaugurated his ministry and revealed his own self-understanding and purpose to his family and friends in Nazareth.  He stood up in the synagogue and read from the scroll of Isaiah:
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 and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.                      (Luke 4:18-19)
The passage Jesus quoted is from Isaiah 61—our text for today—an ancient promise and proclamation of the year of Jubilee.  In other words, Jesus viewed himself as embodying the arrival of God’s new day when Israel would operate by a whole new set of rules that maintained the highest aspirations of truth, justice, mercy, and fairness—all for the sake of preserving their society and heritage.  The central theme of the year of Jubilee was to proclaim liberty—freedom for people from the things that enslaved them.


The year of Jubilee was not merely a prophetic vision of some far-off future day.  It actually was an ancient concept of reestablishing fairness in society spelled out in Leviticus 25 and to a lesser extent in Deuteronomy 15.  Jubilee is about liberating people from chronic debt.  If you look at it, the entire chapter related to Jubilee in Leviticus refers to freeing people from the economic debts they had incurred in life and allowing them to start over, so that chronic debt would not create social classes and divisions and forever define the relationships between people, which inevitably led to the haves and the have-nots.


The purpose behind Jubilee was to reset society back into right and just relationships of equal status between neighbors.  Within households, it was to prevent debt from becoming inherited and consequently, leading to a chronic and generational form of poverty.  This occurred in Israel’s ancient agrarian world, much like it still does in ours.  
You understand the typical scenario.  If a household went into debt because of a poor yield on crops, where they then had to borrow the means to purchase seed for the following growing season or to acquire enough food to feed the family—or if someone became injured or disabled and was unable to provide for his household—it was a set up for debt and long-term hardship.  

There were few protections for borrowers.  The one who would lend money or aid would typically dictate both the amount of interest and terms of payment that routinely would be greater than the borrower could pay, forcing foreclosure with borrowers eventually losing their land, leaving a farmer’s immediate family and then later generations, virtually landless.  They would be forced to become indentured servants or farmworkers for the rich landowner.  The terms for borrowing always worked against the borrower and magnificently well for the lender.  Without any recourse, this would result in systemic poverty among certain families and tribes, and rich landowners who would dominate society in virtually every way.  Does that not sound strangely familiar?

So to protect Israel from becoming a state of chronic injustice and systemic poverty, every fiftieth year (and in some cases, every seventh year), debts were to be canceled and land would be returned to its original landowners.  That would provide relief for the borrowers and it would keep the rich landowners in check, perhaps even limiting the amount and terms of money they would loan.  The year of Jubilee prevented them from confiscating the land—at least over the long term.  It was a radical means to protect the interests of the powerless and the poor, but more importantly, a way to save Israelites from destroying themselves.  It reflected the spirit and intentions of God in human relationships—that material needs would always be satisfied and met, that oppression would be averted, and poverty would be, at most, short-term for anyone.  

Unfortunately, Israel didn’t have a great track record on fulfilling these original intentions and carrying out a year of Jubilee.  Not surprising, the powerful tend not to like laws that restrict their freedoms to exploit opportunities favorable to them.  So it was left to prophets like Isaiah to proclaim the year of Jubilee and apply it’s relevancy to his day.  Then in his life and ministry, Jesus picked up this same prophetic mantle and lived his life proclaiming Jubilee—freedom from economic and spiritual slavery—to live life on earth as it is in heaven.  
That’s why when we read Jesus’ teachings, it isn’t mainly about saving our souls from our own private sins and sorrows—it was about proclaiming good news for the poor.  That’s why he was proclaiming freedom to the captives.  That’s why Jesus taught his disciples the importance of sharing and sacrificing for others.  That’s why he taught his disciples to pray: forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors, or the debts of others. 
Granted, financial debts weren’t the only kind of indebtedness he had in mind, but it was the place to start and it was at the heart of Jesus’ message.  Freeing people from their debt, re-establishing fairness in society, allowing people to get out from under the burdens that prevented them from making ends meet, as well as the dominance and control of others to whom they were indebted—that recreated the world as they knew it, and prevented the cumulative wealth of their world from being concentrated at the top, at the expense of all those who weren’t.  It was a word of salvation to Israel and to the rest of the world.  


And Jesus had a year of Jubilee in mind when he said:

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.

Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. …
Jesus proclaimed Jubilee when he condemned the greed of the rich:

But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.

Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry.

Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep.  



                                                   (Luke 6:20-21, 24-25)
If we read through the gospels and take notice of all that Jesus said that was related to indebtedness and freedom from poverty, we will see it was a central theme of his mission.  All of this was a fulfillment of Jubilee, reflected in the words of Isaiah: For I the Lord love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense.

Of course, proclaiming Jubilee is not such a well-received message for those who stand to lose when justice and right relationships are reestablished.  Those at the top don’t like giving up what they’ve assumed is theirs by exploiting their advantages or the disadvantages of others.  That’s been true down through the ages.  That’s why Jubilee has been proclaimed by prophets and not pragmatists.  That’s why it’s proclaimed from the margins, not from the establishment.  That’s why most of Christendom has abandoned and forsaken the proclamation of Jubilee, because it’s too costly in terms of a loss of income, power, and influence, since it might offend those whom the church has traditionally served.  It’s safer to celebrate Jesus’ humble birth among the poor than to proclaim his message to deliver the poor from that which enslaves them.

But just imagine: what if Christmas was about proclaiming Jubilee as Jesus did?  What if it were about freeing people from debt, instead of saddling and enslaving them with more of it?  What if the joys of the season had more to do with reducing the stresses of survival for everyone, instead of padding the profits of a few?  What if the season was only about merciful giving, rather than merciless grabbing and getting and greed?  
Could we find a message in Christmas that we would embrace?  Is there something there that would inspire a measure of joy that replaces the strain and stresses associated with this season?  Would we find a spiritual reward in granting individuals, communities, and nations freedom from debt—by viewing their long-term welfare as significantly more important than exploiting them over the short-term for profit?  Could we not turn our Christmas charity into a commitment toward true freedom and justice for all people, in this country and elsewhere?


If we could, then I think we would join in the spirit that truly is what Christmas is all about.  We would proclaim Jubilee, just as Jesus did.  In doing so, then we would know that Jesus truly is the reason for this season.  
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