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Luke 4: 14 – 21 

 

Well, I wonder who can remember who Nick Clegg is!  

Do you remember Nick Clegg?  In 2010 he was the 

king maker:  the first televised party leaders’ debate 

before the general election; Nick Clegg spoke; and 

whatever he said David Cameron said “I agree with 

Nick;” and Gordon Brown said “I agree with Nick.”  

And where is he now?  Well, in the 2015 election he 

just managed not to lose his seat, but with the other 7 

remaining Lib-Dem MPs he’s consigned to oblivion.  

And why?  Because he broke an election manifesto 

promise.  It was over tuition fees.  Manifesto promises 

are important.  One of the reasons so many Tory MPs 

rebelled over Working Family Tax Credits, and George 

Osborne had to make a humiliating u-turn, was 

because his proposals broke a manifesto promise.  

Manifestos are important. 

 

And this morning we’ve heard Jesus’ manifesto.  Right 

at the outset of his earthly ministry, our Lord went 

into the synagogue in his home town of Nazareth, and 

he set out the manifesto for his earthly ministry.  And 

he did it by quoting from the prophet Isaiah – so it’s 

sometimes referred to as Jesus’ Isaiah Manifesto.  

Jesus sets out his stall before he does any teaching or 

healing. 

 

That’s the stage we’ve got to, reflecting on our Lord 

being incarnate, born as one of us.  We celebrated his 

birth at Christmas; and since then we’ve been hearing 

about epiphanies – we’ve been retelling stories that 

reveal the significance of God being with us in Jesus.  

The story of the wise men pointed to his majesty and 

divinity; the story of his baptism pointed to his 

complete identification with us; and the story of the 

wedding at Cana invites us to anticipate a resurrection 

life with Jesus, when the ordinariness of life is 

transformed by him to equip us to resist being defined 

by our material circumstances.  But note, at the 
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wedding at Cana, Jesus reprimanded his mother 

because his time had not yet come.  His earthly 

ministry could not begin until he had issued his 

manifesto, his Isaiah Manifesto. 

 

We read this Isaiah Manifesto in St.Luke’s Gospel.  

Out of the four Gospels, it’s the only one that it’s in.  

And it’s typical Luke in its style.  It’s all about concrete 

reality, the here and now of people’s material 

circumstances.  It’s not about being spiritual or holy or 

pious:  it’s about social, economic and political reality.  

Jesus’ manifesto is that he’s going to use his earthly 

ministry to benefit people who or poor, disabled or 

deprived of their liberty. 

 

Of course, this is just the emphasis of Luke’s Gospel.  If 

we look elsewhere we find other emphases that keep it 

in balance.  St.John’s Gospel, for instance, is a very 

spiritualised Gospel.  And if we don’t listen to both of 

them, we end up with an unhealthy and unbalanced 

spirituality.  This is what happened in the late 

70s/early 80s. 

 

You may have seen Alan Billings on the TV news.  He’s 

the South Yorkshire Police and Crime Commissioner.  

He’s actually the Revd Dr Alan Billings.  In the late 

70s/early 80s he was a serving vicar in Sheffield.  He 

was also the deputy Leader of Sheffield City Council 

when David Blunkett was the Leader and they were 

busy building what the press nick-named The People’s 

Republic of South Yorkshire.  Alan Billings was so busy 

implementing Jesus’ Isaiah Manifesto that he left the 

practice of his religion behind him.  There came a time 

when he gave up being a vicar, and just concentrated 

on the politics. 

 

Alan Billings always fascinates me because, although 

I’ve never met him, one of the same councillors, 

representing the same ward in Sheffield at the time, 

was a good friend of my parents.  And he was a very 

similar sort of bloke.  He also has been ordained.  
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Except he wasn’t even a jobbing vicar.  He’d left all 

that behind him.  He earned his living by being a bus 

driver; and he devoted all his intellectual ability and 

capacity for leadership and responsibility into creating 

the People’s Republic of South Yorkshire. 

 

I remember going to my parents’ friends’ silver 

wedding party.  I’d be in my teens at the time, and I 

remember asking one of their sons whether his father 

still went to church – because I was the sort of 

precociously pious teenagers who asked questions like 

that – I asked him whether his father went to church.  

And I remember his answer like it was yesterday.  

Because it was a real politician’s answer that said 

neither yes, nor no.  He said “I think my father would 

say that the people are his church.” 

 

You see, people like Alan Billings and my parents’ 

friend, Peter Wood had not renounced their faith, but 

had become impatient with religion.  Their faith was as 

real as ever.  They were inspired by their faith.  And 

they were busy applying their faith.  But they’d come 

to feel that Jesus wasn’t to be found in worship; he 

wasn’t to be found in gothic arches and stained glass 

windows; he wasn’t to be found in pipe organs and 

robed choirs; he wasn’t to be found in holy huddles at 

prayer meetings and bible studies.  Jesus was to be 

found alongside people who were being thrown out of 

their jobs and having their benefits cut and living with 

the oppression of the evils they believed Thatcherite 

policies represented. 

 

Well, that was over 30 years ago; times have moved 

on; and people like Alan Billings have come to repent 

of their impatience with the spiritual practice of their 

religion.  By the time my parents’ friend died, he’d 

returned to church and had written a book on the 

Epistles to the Corinthians.  As well as being the South 

Yorkshire Police and Crime Commissioner, Alan 

Billings is a prolific author on issues of faith.  And, 

knowing his story, you can see something 

autobiographical in the way he writes. 
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Alan Billings argues that in this country we are living 

off our spiritual capital.  All the influences that 

generate a commitment to build a just and progressive 

society come from the ethos of the Christian faith.  But 

we’re running out of those influences because the 

capital is dwindling.  And it’s dwindling because we’re 

paying insufficient attention to making spiritual 

reinvestment in it. 

 

Jesus’ manifesto is clear:  it’s about poverty and 

disability and lack of liberty.  But we will only be 

equipped to be able to implement that manifesto 

commitment to the extent that we proclaim Jesus to be 

our Lord, accept him as our Saviour and worship him 

as the one from whom all regenerating power flows.  

We must never tire or grow impatient of telling the 

story of faith and re-enacting its rituals:  marrying 

those who live in love, baptising our children, 

proclaiming the Word and sharing together the bread 

and wine of Holy Communion. 

 

But for all those qualifications, for all those caveats 

and reservations, the revelation in the Isaiah 

Manifesto – the epiphany for us about the significance 

of God who took our flesh and dwelt among us – is 

plain:  Jesus comes, not to turn us into religious 

nutters, but to save the world. 

 

Amen. 


