
Pastor Alex: 

This coming week is our final week of VBS.  For the past four weeks, we’ve been doing our 

Compassion Camp Virtual Bible School.  We’ve been learning so much about compassion.  

We’ve been sharing videos about our own passions and teaching one another how to be 

compassionate with each other and doing all sorts of fun arts and crafts and musical projects.  

And I would invite you to participate in our final week this coming week.  Every morning, at 

9:30, new videos are going to be posted, and I think you’ll really enjoy them.  This week, we’re 

going to be studying Leviticus 25.  And those of you who know Leviticus might be wondering 

why I look so excited about doing Leviticus 25, or even how we’re going to teach Leviticus 25 in 

a VBS setting.  Leviticus is not known for being the easiest to read book of the Bible or the most 

interesting.  But Leviticus 25, it’s all about the concept of the year of Jubilee.  And I think this is 

one of the most interesting concepts in the entire Bible.  So I’m excited to share it with you 

today.   

 

Leviticus is written when Moses is up on Mount Sinai receiving laws from God.  The Israelites 

had escaped from Pharaoh in Egypt.  They’ve gone out into the wilderness, and they are getting 

ready to enter into the promised land that God has prepared for them.  And this law of the year of 

jubilee is all about how God is telling them to live once they get into that land.  And this is what 

God says, “When you enter the land that I am giving you, the land shall observe a sabbath for the 

Lord.  Six years you shall sow your field, and six years you shall prune your vineyard, and gather 

in their yield; but in the seventh year there shall be a sabbath of complete rest for the land, a 

sabbath for the Lord: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard.”  And then God says, 

“You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven years, so that the period of seven 

weeks of years gives forty-nine years.  And then you shall have the trumpet sounded loud; on the 

tenth day of the seventh month—on the day of atonement—you shall have the trumpet sounded 

throughout all your land.  And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty 

throughout the land to all its inhabitants.  It shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one 

of you, to your property and every one of you to your family.  That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee 

for you: you shall not sow, or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the unpruned vines.  For it is a 

jubilee; it shall be holy to you: you shall eat only what the field itself produces.” 

 

This year of jubilee is God telling the people that every 50 years, we should not only celebrate 

what God has done and remember what God has done, but we should also enact God’s grace 

among our own community.  When God says, “You shall return, every one of you, to your 

property and every one of you to your family,” what God means is that properties should go back 

to their original owners.  When the Israelites enter the promised land, their properties will be 

divided equally among the people.  And God knows that, as the years go on, things will get 

unequal.  People will fall into debt.  They’ll have bad years as farmers, and they’ll have to sell 

off their land.  “But every 50 years,” God says, “the land should be redistributed.  Go back to 

your ancestral home.  Reclaim that land.”  Now that is a radical notion.  All of a sudden, you 

can’t own land anymore.  It can only be leased for a certain number of years until the next 

Jubilee happens.  And this concept goes far beyond simply owning land.  All debts are to be 

erased.  People are to be given new chances, a new start at life so that they can go back to the 

equality that is present when they first enter the promised land.  There are a number of laws in 

this chapter about how this is actually supposed to happen, but it’s important to remember why 

this is.  And that’s because the promised land is a gift.  God is choosing to give this land to the 



Israelites, and so the Israelites don’t own the land, nor do they truly own what they produce from 

the land.  It all belongs to God and is given to them as part of God’s grace.  It says later, “The 

land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine;” says God, “with me you are but 

foreigners and tenants.  Throughout the land that you hold, you shall also provide redemption for 

the land.  If anyone of your kin falls into difficulty and sells a piece of property, then the next of 

kin shall come and redeem what the relative has sold…But if there’s not sufficient means to 

recover it, what was sold shall remain with the purchaser until the year of jubilee; in jubilee it 

shall be released, and the property shall be returned.”  And, as it turns out, this extends even 

further.   

 

Sometimes, in the culture of the day, people would become so poor that, not only would they sell 

off their land and all of their possessions, but they would also sell off their labor.  They would 

become slaves in order to pay their debts and feed their families.  But God says that it’s not to be 

the case for the Israelites.  Every 50 years, all of the slaves, the indentured servants, will be 

released from their service and restored back to their original property.  So there are to be no 

slaves, only people who are bound to service for a particular time period.  And all people, 

whether they are citizens or foreigners, are to be treated with respect and offered this kind of 

grace, not only in the year of jubilee, but throughout all time, that debts are not to be made with 

loans that charge interest, that food is to be provided to the poor without making a profit.  All of 

these things are rooted in God’s extravagant grace to the people.  And so, shouldn’t they offer 

that same kind of grace to each other every day, and especially every 50 years in this radical 

celebration of Jubilee? 

 

[Break] 

 

The concept of jubilee is still absolutely relevant to our lives today.  It inspires charities all 

around the world.  It inspires churches to care for the poor and especially to provide economic 

relief.  Just this week, out in Washington state, a church, Saint James Episcopal Church, finished 

its Jubilee Campaign to forgive $2 million worth of medical debt.  And when he was interviewed 

about it, the rector, Reverend David Sibley, said, “When Jesus began his public ministry, he 

proclaimed that he had come to proclaim the jubilee year, the year of our Lord’s favor.  Our 

campaign is but one small part of our call as the Church to carry on Jesus’ ministry, to love God 

with our whole heart, and love our neighbor as ourselves.”  I love how he frames that effort to 

provide jubilee relief to the community.  It’s centered in Jesus’ mission. 

 

What he quoted is from a passage that is widely referred to as Jesus’ mission statement from 

Luke 4.  Jesus goes to the synagogue.  He opens up the scroll for that weeks reading, which 

happened to be from Isaiah.  “He unrolls it, and he finds the place where it’s 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 favor.’  And Jesus 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.’”  And then he goes out 

from that experience and starts his ministry in earnest.  Its centered in Isaiah’s call back to the 

year of jubilee, the year of God’s favor.  Now, forgiving medical debt is certainly one way to 

provide that jubilee kind of grace and mercy.  Imagine getting that letter in the mail that the 



medical debt that you’ve been worried about has been forgiven.  66 percent of bankruptcies are 

because of medical debt, so imagine the level of relief people feel when they get a letter saying 

that it’s been forgiven.   

 

 

There’s another pressing need, though, that I think is worth mentioning because we are, in fact, 

in the middle of a crisis caused by COVID-19, and what many organizations are noticing is that 

it’s making things particularly hard on people who are already poor and who are already hungry.  

There’s a call led by a group, called the “Jubilee Debt Campaign,” that has been joined by over a 

hundred charities, asking for debt relief to some of the world’s poorest countries on an 

international basis so that instead of funds going to pay back debts, those funds can be used to 

provide the medical infrastructure needed to care for patients of COVID, to prevent the outbreak 

and also to provide much needed food relief for people who are now more likely to face hunger 

because of this world-wide crisis. 

 

The UN’s World Food Programme is echoing this call.  They are calling for billions of dollars in 

aid, and they’ve been receiving millions and billions of dollars in aid as well, directed 

specifically at caring for people who are hit hard by hunger in this time when the world’s 

economy has significantly slowed.  And many charities, as they echo that call to care for people 

who are hungry around the world, are noticing two things.  They’re noticing that many people 

are continuing to make profits during this time, and thus have the funds available to help people 

who are in need.  And also they’re noticing that people are making donations, that people are 

contributing, that people do care and want to help people who are hit hard by this pandemic.  

And I find that to be particularly good news.   

 

I know that the cause of hunger is close to our hearts.  We volunteer at Covenant regularly for 

Broad Street Ministries, which feeds hungry people and homeless people especially, in 

Philadelphia.  And we also participate regularly in Rise Against Hunger.  And if you look at your 

email, you might have noticed that Rise Against Hunger is mentioned in our Mission 

Connections Newsletter.  And there is a hope that we have for this fall that Rise Against Hunger 

will still be able to happen in a socially distanced manner, so please do keep an eye out for more 

information about that potential as well. 

 

Beyond contributing to causes like those, however, I think it’s important to really take the 

message of jubilee to heart in our daily living because we can take this concept of jubilee-like 

mercy and apply it to our daily lives.  I think jubilee is powerful when we understand its purpose 

to make things equal between people, to offer radical forgiveness and mercy, and to remember 

that God is ultimately in charge.  I think that we can use these principles to remember to respect 

the land around us, to respect nature as we mentioned last week.  I’m mindful of my time that I 

spent in Scouting growing up out in the woods and enjoying nature, but also the vast amount of 

time we spent learning how to care for nature, how to reduce waste, how to reduce energy usage, 

how to not litter, how to leave things nicer than we found them.  All of those things are 

connected to this mindset of jubilee that says the earth is God’s and everything that is in it.  And 

so, we have to remember, we are foreigners and tenants here, and it’s God who truly owns the 

land.  And I think jubilee also teaches us to respect the people around us.  And perhaps you will 

think of somebody as soon as I say this, but we can use the concept of jubilee to offer radical 



forgiveness in our relationships.  We can use the concept of jubilee to erase not only economic 

debts but also relational debts, to bury hatchets, to set aside grudges, to say, “We are ready to 

move on and offer grace to the people around us.”  And as jubilee would remind us to offer that 

especially to our own family members, especially to people who live in the same country as us, 

regardless of whether they’re citizens or foreigners.  Those things are especially important.  It’s 

often easy to say, “I forgive you,” or to offer mercy to people that we don’t have to see, that we 

don’t have to interact with.  It’s harder to offer that kind of mercy to people that do relate to us 

on a daily basis, who might have hurt us a little bit more deeply.  And jubilee is absolutely a 

difficult concept to put into practice when it comes to relationships like that.  It is a radical 

notion, but it’s one that I think is inspiring, one that I think is worth thinking about and praying 

over because if we take this concept of jubilee and truly live it out, I think it can change the way 

we interact with God, change the way we interact with each other.  It can lead you to a whole 

new level of spiritual development.  I hope that you have the opportunity to think about how you 

might apply the principles of jubilee this week, how you might offer God’s radical grace and 

forgiveness to the people around you and to yourself.  Amen. 


