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Allen Pruitt

“I have come to preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”

With these words
Jesus begins his ministry.

Today is the last Sunday after Easter,
the Sunday after the Ascension.

Next week,
on the Day of Pentecost,

the Holy Spirit comes down
and the church gets its start.

But way back at the beginning,
after the choirs of angels

and the shepherds
and the wisemen,

but still before any of the miracles
and before anybody knew what he was all about,

Jesus began with these words,

“I have come to preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”
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That is Jesus’ work;
that is our work.

Release to the captives.
All those held in bondage

and trapped in circumstances,
whether beyond their control

or of their own making.

This is our work:
release to the captives;
recovery of sight to the blind.

We heard a story today about a couple of captives.
It probably all started pretty simply for that jailer,

the one who locked up Paul and Silas.

He needed a good job:
the army paid well,

but there was all that travel
and all that goes with being in Caesar’s army.

So he got hired on at the jail.
There were indignities

and injustices at the jail,
things he saw and could not condone,

but he could feed his family
and mostly lay his head down at night.



�3

There were always prisoners who didn’t make much sense to him.
But these two really bothered his conscience.
These men who came in praising God,

went to sleep praising God,
and rose in the morning praising God.

Paul and Silas they called themselves.

The jailer knew that they weren’t in for anything much,
anything other than upsetting the apple cart

of the wrong rich man.

But there they were:
locked up and praising God.

And that jailer wondered
what kind of God that might be,

the kind you praise
even locked up in jail.

And then the earthquake happened,
and all the doors were opened
and all the shackles came loose
and he knew that he was done for.

He may not be in Caesar’s army,
but that jailer knew what happened

when even one prisoner was allowed to escape.

So he took his knife
and he was about to end it all.
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Until he heard the one named Paul call out to him.
“Do not harm yourself,

for we are all here.”

Why?
Why on earth would they stay?
What sort of God do they worship,

praising God 
and now saving their captor?

But Paul knew what this man would soon come to find out,
Paul knew better than anybody else could have,

what it meant to be the jailer,
to be the one in charge of telling everybody else

what they were doing wrong.
Paul knew better than anybody else

what it meant to build a wall,
meant to keep others out,

but to ultimately become trapped behind it yourself.

You start out the captor,
and you wind up the captive.

“I have come to preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”
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How many times have you tried to become the jailer,
to be the one in charge of telling everybody else

what they’re doing wrong?

How many walls have you built?
Things devised to keep others out,
habits designed to protect yourself,

to keep you from being so vulnerable?

How many times have you tried to lock others out,
and wind up being locked in yourself?

How many times have you built a prison for yourself?

Frederick Buechner describes the process like this,
“you end up with a castle like affair of keep,

inner wall,
outer wall,
and moat,

which you erect originally to be a fortress
to keep the enemy out,

but which turns into a prison
where you become the jailer

and thus your own enemy.

It is a wretched and lonely place.”

“I have come to preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”
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Paul and Silas stayed right where they were.
Their bonds were already broken,

long before that earthquake.
They stayed behind

to help unlock that jailer.
They stayed behind

to “preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”

And something about what they did,
something made the jailer ask,

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

***************

Getting saved is about like an earthquake:
I don’t think there’s a lot you can do about it,

you just try to live through it.

It would be easy to notice only the earthquake.
And it’s easy in our own lives

to so desperately want God to show up in some big sign:
earthquakes,
undeniable miracles,
moments that grab us by the hair and scream, wake up!
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But it wasn’t the earthquake,
it wasn’t the unmistakable,

undeniable sign that saved the jailer.

It was a bunch of people,
holding the light of Christ,

even in a deep dark jail,
holding the light of Christ,

even when they could have been on their way to freedom.

The jailer saw what they had,
and he wanted that for himself.

He wanted the incredible peace
that comes from knowing that you belong to God,

from knowing that you are already free
when you belong to God.

“I have come to preach release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.”

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”
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The earth moved;
the foundations of the prison were shaken.

Instead of a pile of rubble,
the jailer saw these men,

freed from their bonds.
And in seeing the faith of these men,

the jailer was finally freed
from all that had bound him.

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

It was not the earthquake;
it was the miracle of these men,

whom he had held in bondage,
these men,

now able to go their way
and yet staying behind

to offer him the good news.

Their faith
was the miracle that changed his life;

it set him free.

That is Jesus’ work;
that is our work.

Release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind.

Preach it.


