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About 10 years ago, I was ordained a Roman Catholic Womanpriest. The date was July 14 (Bastille Day!), 2007. A certain Gloria Ray Carpeneto was ordained deacon that same day. Some of you may know her…. The very next month, I celebrated my Mass of Thanksgiving in the family room of my home, with about 35 friends present, and another Mass of Thanksgiving a few weeks later with 30 assorted relatives in the New Jersey town where I was born and raised. My husband, Spencer, wanting to give me a gift that signified the seriousness of my commitment to walking the path of priestly ministry, offered me the opportunity to make a trip to the Holy Land. I did so in November of that year, together with my good friend, Jo Ann Valaske, and also two new friends, Kathy Fay and Anna Lemmons. There were 12 of us all together on this pilgrimage – two male Catholic priests and the rest of us!

Now in my life time, I have been fortunate to have had many opportunities to travel to faraway places. But of course, this trip was like none other that I had ever experienced. This was the unique and precious opportunity to walk in the footsteps of Jesus and his disciples – to retrace the terrain – from seashore to mountains to lake to desert - from which our spiritual roots as Christians have sprung. It was awesome to say the least. For 10 days or so, we traveled from north to south and east to west in this land called Israel, visiting the sites of so many biblical events. Our wonderful guide, a Christian Palestinian named Sari,  who worked for the Israeli Tourist Bureau, did a masterful job of giving us a well-rounded view of all of the sites, pretty much free of propaganda of either a pietistic or a political nature, for which I was very grateful. Many of the sites themselves, unfortunately, had docents who were less balanced and rather more geared to sensationalism for tourists. In any case, what really struck me about the experience was, that as we moved from one site to another – from Bethlehem to Jericho, from Bethany to Jerusalem, from Caesarea on the Mediterranean to Nazareth and Cana in Galilee - to Capernaum on the Sea of Galilee – and then on to the Jordan – I was able to experience Jesus there in each place – where he taught or he prayed or he fished alongside his friends or he healed the sick and showed compassion for the frightened, the downtrodden, the oppressed.


So, connecting all of that with today’s scriptures which, first of all, tell the story of salvation history as we used to call it, and also the story of the Resurrection following the Passion of Jesus in Jerusalem, it occurs to me that Matthew’s telling of the Easter story raises in me an awareness  - an awareness of the contrast between the Jesus of Jerusalem, and the Jesus of Galilee. 
What do I mean by that? Well, first of all, it is important to acknowledge that the Messianic hope of the Jewish people was always, always fixed on Jerusalem. Whenever the prophets spoke of salvation, it meant a return of the exiles to Jerusalem. It meant the re-establishment of the monarchy and order – of peace and prosperity for the people. This is the meaning behind the vision of Ezekiel of the re-connection and the coming alive of the dry bones. “For, I will bring you back from the nations, and bring you into your own land…. I will give you a new heart, and put a new spirit within you…. You will be my people and I will be your God.” 

But on the other hand, our readings of the gospels make us aware that Jesus did not relish spending a lot of time in Jerusalem. It was certainly the place where power resided in his country. At that time, it was the power of empire – the Roman Empire, a power shared with the religious leadership of the Jewish people, the high priests of the Temple. But it was simply not the kind of power that interested Jesus. His idea of power was from another realm – the realm of God – the God who loved and welcomed all people. His power was the power to say yes, the power to lift up and empower others rather than to control them. His power was the power to heal and the power to send forth. This brand of power was not welcome in Jerusalem, and yet he knew that his call meant that ultimately, he had to confront the “powers-that-be” in Jerusalem. And his obedience in confronting their brand of power earned him ignominious suffering and death. 


Turning to Matthew’s gospel of the resurrection which we read today, what do we see? We see an account of the empty tomb that is very dramatic. We remember that Matthew is writing for Jewish Christians, to people who have been raised on the concept of salvation being connected to the wellbeing of the city and people of Jerusalem and God’s indwelling presence in the Temple. In this gospel account, we hear that there is an earthquake – “Shock and awe” if you will! – and the official guards quake with fear. God’s life-giving power is seen to triumph over the power of death and the power of the Temple and of Empire. God’s message to the formerly powerless (that would be Jesus’ disciples who could not prevent his death) – “Do not be afraid! Jesus has been raised. GO TO GALILEE. YOU WILL SEE JESUS THERE!


What might that mean? Jesus is not here. He is in Galilee where you will experience his presence.  I thought about that, and it came to me that what I experienced in my travels around the Holy Land gave me an insight into the meaning of this phrase – “Go to Galilee! You will see Jesus there.” While I followed in the footsteps of Jesus in both Jerusalem and Galilee, it was in Galilee that I experienced him as a free spirit, one who was free to preach God’s love to heal, to feed the hungry, to heal the sick, to show himself to his disciples as transformed - not in Jerusalem! In Jerusalem, Jesus was always embattled and hemmed in by the hostility of the religious authorities. In Jerusalem, his message of love and empowerment of the powerless fell on deaf ears. In Jerusalem, he ultimately paid the price of his life for his way of life which was such a threat to the grip of the power holders. It was then that I grasped Matthew’s message to his Jewish Christian flock (which was written in the wake of the destruction of the Temple for which the Christians were blamed by the Jerusalem authorities). Matthew is saying that Jesus is a new kind of Messiah who does not depend on Jerusalem and the Temple for his authenticity. Jesus is not in Jerusalem. He is truly alive and is in Galilee where you can be with him and experience the new life he now lives and shares with his disciples, indeed with all those who hear the Good News from them.
So, eternal life is not a matter of “shock and awe” – of Jesus overpowering his guards.  Jesus’ victory is not one that entails the domination of anyone. The victory of Jesus is for everyone who chooses to believe in and practice the power of love, and not of domination. Jerusalem’s way is not Jesus’ way. No, Jesus’ way is the way of being among the ordinary people, involved in all that goes on in their lives. Jesus’ way of salvation is the way of connection and interrelatedness – of opening to the stranger and the outcast. And Galilee is the symbol of that open border. Indeed, Matthew has it right.  It is there “in Galilee” that we will find Jesus! …that we will find his Way of inclusion and openness and connectedness …that we will take our place as co-creators of the Reign of God! Eternal life is not grounded in shock and awe and winners and losers. Eternal life is grounded in the growth and becoming that is the stuff of our everyday lives.
