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What does Jubilee mean? It means this: [Blow horn.] In its most basic term, it comes 
from the Hebrew word Yobel', which is about a blast from a shophar, a ram’s horn. This 
happened on the day of atonement, the first day of the new year in the calendar of the 
Israelites. It is not clear how often or if ever this was actually celebrated, but the idea 
has had other implications. 
 
Britain just celebrated the 70th year of Queen Elizabeth’s reign and called it her Platinum 
Jubilee, which I am sure had a lot of trumpet fanfares. There have been four previous 
Jubilee celebrations starting in 1977 marking her 25th, 50th, 60th and 65th years as Queen. 
 
But these are different from what the point that the Leviticus reading is giving us. 
 
The Year of Jubilee is the next year after seven sabbatical years. There was to be a 
regular cycle of years, where, like the weekly seventh day Sabbath to rest, there was a 
full year of a similar rest. On the fiftieth year there would be this time of Jubilee. 
 
The instructions given in Leviticus are moving to acts of restoration and renewal. 
Depending on what you did and how you lived the way this happened changed. 
 
If you were dependent on the land for your livelihood, and you sold it, it was never 
permanently transferred, because God gave you the land to use, it is never only yours 
to do with as you like. As in said Psalm 24: 

The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it,  the world, and those who live in it; 
There was a means to have that land restored in recognition of God ultimate ownership 
of it. 
 
If you worked in other areas and to resolve your debt to someone you could become a 
slave, to the owner of the debt. When Jubilee came, the debt was forgiven and you 
were freed. 
 
This allowing the land to lie fallow was a means to renew the land and let it be able to 
provide it produce in the next years in greater abundance. This is kind of a radical crop 
rotation. 
 
In with this a move to rest, be able to reflect, but this is not just rest, it also causes a 
need to trust God. 
 
As I was reading this passage and thought about what was being said and the 
implications of it, I thought of other places where I have heard something similar. What 



came to mind is Jesus in the synagogue in his hometown Nazareth, from Luke 4, where 
he reads from Isaiah: 

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the 
synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the 
scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. 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 favour.’ 

 
This has all of the themes from the Leviticus passage, but in a more poetic form. There 
is more to the Isaiah text from chapter 61, and here are some of them: 

to comfort all who mourn; to provide for those who mourn in Zion— to give them a 
garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of 
praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the 
planting of the Lord, to display his glory. They shall build up the ancient ruins, they 
shall raise up the former devastations;  they shall repair the ruined cities, the 
devastations of many generations. 
 
Strangers shall stand and feed your flocks, foreigners shall till your land and dress 
your vines; but you shall be called priests of the Lord, you shall be named 
ministers of our God; you shall enjoy the wealth of the nations, and in their riches 
you shall glory. Because their shame was double, and dishonor was proclaimed 
as their lot, therefore they shall possess a double portion; everlasting joy shall be 
theirs. 

 
In this Jubilee, no longer is confined to the text of Leviticus, those instructions on how to 
do things, Jubilee becomes a vision of the world restored to what God intends. Here in 
Isaiah for the people of Israel. But it takes on greater meaning, as they are spoken by 
Jesus in the synagogue. It is the last words that Jesus says that points to a new 
meaning: 

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes 
of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, ‘Today 
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’ 

 
Jesus is saying in him there is Jubilee, the world is moving to have God’s vision, God’s 
intention to be made known. As Jesus said in different places: The Reign of God is near. 
 
Today, how is it seen? Some have seen it in international debt relief. As the world 
approached the year 2000, there was a movement to implement the idea of debt relief 
for the poorest nations to allow them a chance to bring some economic security to those 
nations. 
 



But what does Jubilee mean to us? For the last years we have experienced losses in 
ways we could not have comprehended, changes in how we lived and changes in our 
means of life. 
 
Through this time when we gathered in Sunday worship in whatever form, we are 
looking for what Jubilee is announcing, we pray it every Sunday and we just prayed 
moments ago: 

Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. 
 
What Jesus announced in Nazareth and what we pray for is the same thing: 
 
In Jesus there is the promise of a restoration, a new way of life that creates joy, just as 
Isaiah’s vision. The way of life in God’s salvation.  
 
Those losses we have had in the last weeks, remind us of what we need to find in this 
Jubilee: 

 ... to comfort all who mourn; to provide for those who mourn in Zion— to give  
them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the  
mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 

 
This is what we are to come and see: See where we have been touched by God’s Spirit. 
Come to be in God’s loving presence. Hear the Good News, life can begin again, we 
can live where we can see God’s will taking shape in heaven as in earth. 
 
These years of living in a time of disconnection and separation in different ways and as 
we move beyond them, Jubilee is a time for celebration of the restoration of some of the 
things we lost, and in that a sense of renewal. To come to this, we need to enter into the 
rest that God intends and trust God is for us. 
 
Are you ready for this? [Blow horn.] Now is the acceptable time: Jubilee is announced, 
the world is being restored, life can begin again. Let us live in the joy all of this brings. 
We are entering into the joy of Jubilee.  
 
Amen. 
 


