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Isaiah 8:23-9:3
Psalm 27: 1, 4, 13-14
   I Cor. 1: 10-13, 17
Matthew 4: 12-23


The world is full of bad news. The darkness is often overwhelming. Life is hard. Worries are many and enduring. Tasks seem insurmountable. It feels as if we are the people who sit in the darkness. We experience conflict. We are afraid and confused.


Jesus must have seen the arrest of John the Baptist as very bad news indeed, very depressing, perhaps overwhelming his own desire to press forward with his own calling which he had recently had confirmed as he pondered and prayed in the desert. Jesus could have taken the fate of John as a warning –a sign – that the time was “not right” to take his place as the leader of God’s initiative and plan of redemption in the Israel of Jesus’ day. On a strategic level, it might not make sense to start preaching about the reign of God when that message has obviously not found a good hearing among the leaders. Perhaps doing so would do nothing more than make Jesus a lightening rod for those nervous leaders who were complicit with the forces of empire? Perhaps God’s intentions for repentance and renewal could be squelched before they could gain sufficient traction? Perhaps it would make better sense to wait and let things cool down? However, it is precisely in the face of the bad news of John’s arrest – of Herod and his government attempting to silence the voice crying in the wilderness – that Jesus resolutely proclaims “The kindom of heaven is at hand.”  

There is another interesting point about Matthew’s gospel – (which was of course written for Jews who might be expected to look for a messiah whose mission concentrated on the seat of power, Jerusalem) –  and that is that Matthew places Jesus’ “base of operations” in Capernaum, a minor fishing town in Galilee – the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali. By doing this, Matthew taps into a rich reservoir of meaning which connects with the prophecy of Isaiah. It harks back to Isaiah chapter 8 and its description of this land as a fertile and beautiful region that nevertheless suffers greatly from the devastation and oppression wrought by Assyrian tyrants and invaders, leaving the people “sitting in darkness” –helpless and seemingly hopeless. Matthew shows that that same area, now cruelly oppressed by the Romans in his own day, has a long history of experience with domination and oppression, but also, a deep tradition of hope for transformation by the grace of God. Matthew reinforces Isaiah’s theme that what the empires of the world actually offer, despite their glitter, is nothing but darkness, nothing but emptiness. Reweaving the theme of hope which Matthew has found in the Hebrew Bible, he proclaims for those living in the shadow of empire in the era of Jesus, that the light of God has already dawned, and is now manifest in the proclamation of the good news by Jesus. The opportunity to receive that hope is to be marked by repentance – a turning away from the false hopes offered by the reigning imperial common sense of “go along and get along” with division and control by intimidation. It is marked by turning toward the compassionate and inclusive way of Jesus the Christ.

So, Jesus came to bring light, and he shows us the way to receive the light by examining our lives, and making the changes we need to make in order to be bringers of the light and builders of the reign of God. The second part of today’s gospel reading concentrates on the second part of what Jesus came to do. In addition to bringing the light, Jesus came to call followers to be light for others. We see him on the shore of Lake Tiberias or the Sea of Galilee, calling the fishermen Andrew and Simon. The fact that Jesus chose followers or disciples is not different from what every significant teacher in every age has always done. John the Baptist had followers. Plato and Aristotle had disciples. Ghandi and Mother Teresa had followers. What is amazing is how Jesus went about choosing his disciples. He did not go to Jerusalem (as a Jewish messiah might be expected to do). He did not look for demonstrated expertise in religious matters. Jesus called, not the best and the brightest, but ordinary folks like you and me as his disciples. Jesus demonstrated that discipleship consists in just that courage and hope-propelled vision and action that Jesus models for those he chose to follow him. Matthew reminds the Christian community for whom he writes that it is not in glorious splendor, but rather in the midst of the darkness of life that Jesus comes and shines. For those of us living in the shadow of death,  Jesus brings forth life. It is precisely in the midst of the bad news , both personal and corporate, that God has called us to repent – to change the way we think, to re-focus our hope – to follow Jesus in the proclaiming and the living out of the reality that the kindom of heaven is at hand. It is precisely as the darkness seems to overwhelm us that we are called to seek the great light. Let’s be clear. We are not being called to ignorance or Pollyannaism; – we are surely not being called to dismiss the reality of the “bad news” that exists, but rather, we are being called to “repent” from turning our backs on the power of the bad news to control our lives, and instead to trust in the power of God in Jesus, the Anointed One, to bring healing and wholeness, health and redemption to our lives and to our broken world. 

We, as followers of Jesus, are called to proclaim and live out in our time and place – the “good news” right in the midst of the “bad news.” It is precisely in the face of fear, division and death that we are called to put flesh on God’s good news of hope, peace and life. We are called to “repent” of our tendency to simply denounce the bad news, and instead to be proactive, trusting, and living out the good news of God that the kindom is present among us. While many in Jesus’ day looked for the revelation of the messiah in Jerusalem – the center of religious, political, economic and cultural power for the Jewish people, Matthew points out that Jesus’ ministry is launched and largely carried out in Galilee of the Gentiles. God’s revelation in Jesus Christ takes place in an unexpected place – a small fishing village, Capernaum – not even at the center of life in provincial Galilee. While this speaks to the understanding of the early Christian community that God’s mission included not only the Jewish people but the Gentiles as well, it is also an important reminder for the church that God speaks in places that surprise us. Perhaps God speaks even more clearly than here in our sanctuaries in those marginal places that are zones far less comfortable and predictable – zones where empire is frankly less feared than recognized for the darkness is truly is. What an amazing thing it is that we have been called to bring the light, each of us in our own unique way. How wonderful that as followers of Jesus we will be given the opportunity to make a difference, to bring the light where only we can reach. Each of us must discover our own path of discipleship, remembering to look for clues in unusual places. Each of us is called to take the risk of bringing the light and healing of Christ to ones who sit in darkness. It’s what we are meant to do, and we need to help one another along the way, mirroring the light of Christ for one another.
