
January 24, 2010 – Third Sunday of Ordinary Time 
Prepared by Fr. Steve Judd, MM, Cochabamba, Bolivia 

 
Nehemiah 8: 2-4a, 5-6, 8-10; 1 Corinthians 12: 14-30; Luke 1:1-4, 4:14-21 
 
 The Small Christian Community to which I belong and where I am blessed to serve 
as a Sacramental Minister in the city of Cochabamba, Bolivia proudly carries the name of 
the Spanish Jesuit priest Luis Espinal who was martyred on March 22, 1980. His death 
occurred two days before that of El Salvador’s better known and universally revered 
Archbishop Oscar Romero. Espinal’s death has often been overlooked except by those of 
us in Bolivia who cherish the memory of his extraordinary witness amid the 
circumstances of the time under a brutal military dictatorship. Yet the 30th anniversaries 
of the martyrdom of Romero, Espinal and the four U.S. churchwomen, murdered 
December 2, 1980 in El Salvador, along with thousands of other contemporary martyrs 
that the Latin American church will celebrate this year, all serve to keep alive the 
“dangerous memory” of a church committed to the poor and those who seek justice and 
human dignity. 
 Barely out of his teenage years, Espinal arrived in Bolivia as a young Jesuit 
scholastic in the late 1960s and quickly immersed himself in the life and struggles of his 
newly adopted land, taking up the cause of the indigenous young people in La Paz 
through his ministries in social communications. His weekly radio messages, creative 
work in cinema and written essays earned him a large following and emboldened him to 
speak truth to power at great personal risk in the times of dictatorship.  
 The small book of prayers he published entitled, Oraciones a quemaropa (Prayers 
at Close Range) constitute an incisive critique of the dictatorial regime of the time along 
with insights into the consequences of discipleship, of discerning the pattern of his life in 
following the life and ministry of Jesus in such a conflictive context. One prayer, in 
particular, speaks of ceasing to be Christians in a “routine” and ordinary way. Another 
holds up the example of Jesus as one who didn’t act “prudently” in the face of injustices. 
Espinal was one of the first to see that a mere passport did not exempt the missioner from 
the fate and destiny of the people who claimed him as one of their own.  
 Like so many others committed to the cause of justice in Latin America, today’s 
familiar Gospel reading (Luke 4:16-21) became the foundational biblical text for Espinal. 
Only found in Luke’s Gospel and based on the words of the prophet Isaiah (61: 1-3), the 
stirring words that Jesus proclaims in the synagogue of his home town of Nazareth 
capture the imagination, the essence and the journey of those living and working in Latin 
America and around the world whose lives have become transformed by the “physical 
and spiritual nearness to the poor” in the words of the Peruvian theologian Gustavo 
Gutiérrez. 

Recent biblical scholarship and research has greatly enhanced our understanding of 
this richly evocative text to underscore even more its significance as the spiritual 
foundation for missionary discipleship by noting that the text has its origins in the 
Hebrew practice of the Sabbatical and Jubilee years when debt forgiveness and release of 
the slaves was mandated. When Jesus quotes the words of Isaiah “to proclaim the year of 



the Lord’s favor” (verse 21), he makes a clear reference to a Jubilee year. In fact, one can 
make a strong and compelling case for reading all of the Lucan writings in the perspective 
of the Sabbatical-Jubilee tradition flowing from this text at the beginning of Jesus’ public 
ministry and for what later ensues. During this year of the “C” cycle of readings focused 
on the Gospel of Luke provides us with a unique opportunity to reread the Gospel in the 
Sabbatical Year-Jubilee key. 
 Similarly, the Nehemiah text (8:2-4a, 5-6, 8-10) from the first reading comes out 
of the same Sabbatical Year-Jubilee tradition but is situated in the time of a return of the 
Jewish people from the trauma of the Babylonian Exile. The long awaited restoration to 
the Promised Land is one of those graced moments on which to rebuild the dispersed 
community, a kairos experience of a renewal of God’s covenant with the people of Israel. 
The spirit of the Pauline second reading from First Corinthians presents a vision of the 
kind of ideal community we seek to build with all of its diverse and complimentary gifts 
and ministries created in the image of the Body of Christ that will carry forward the 
mission of Jesus in whatever socio-cultural context that occurs. 
 With the memory of the anniversaries of Espinal, Romero, Maura, Ita, Jean and 
Dorothy ever present in our hearts and minds during 2010, we can all celebrate with 
communities around the world a Jubilee Year mindful that we all are called to stand up in 
the synagogue and before the assemblies of our churches and congregations to proclaim a 
“year of the Lord.” For truly we have been blessed to dwell among witnesses like these 
and countless others whose lives are patterned on those of Jesus. When our small 
community in Cochabamba pauses to celebrate the memory of Luis Espinal on March 22, 
we will discover anew our own calls to a restored sense and commitment to missionary 
discipleship in a graced historical moment. 
 
 

 
Visit the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns website where over the course of the year, 
we post resources and reflections to help individuals and communities learn more about 
the connections between care of Earth and all its life forms, the global economy and our 
faith. 
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