
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday after the Epiphany

Year A, RCL

Isaiah 9:1-4
Psalm 27:1, 5-13
Matthew 4:12-23

Give us grace, O Lord, to answer readily the call of our 

Savior Jesus Christ and proclaim to all people the Good 

News of his salvation, that we and the whole world may per-

ceive the glory of his marvelous works; who lives and reigns 

with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. 

Amen.
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Isaiah 9:1-4

There will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. In 

the former time he brought into contempt the land of Zebulun

and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make 

glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, 

Galilee of the nations.

The people who walked in darkness
have seen a great light;

those who lived in a land of deep darkness–
on them light has shined.

You have multiplied the nation,
you have increased its joy;
they rejoice before you
as with joy at the harvest,

as people exult when dividing plunder.
For the yoke of their burden,

and the bar across their shoulders,
the rod of their oppressor,

you have broken as on the day of Midian.
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Psalm 27:1, 5-13 Page 617, BCP

Dominus illuminatio

1 The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom then shall I
fear? 
the LORD is the strength of my life; of whom then shall 
I be afraid?

5 One thing have I asked of the LORD;
one thing I seek; 
that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days 
of my life;

6 To behold the fair beauty of the LORD 
and to seek him in his temple.

7 For in the day of trouble he shall keep me safe in his shel-
ter; 
he shall hide me in the secrecy of his dwelling and set 
me high upon a rock.

8 Even now he lifts up my head 
above my enemies round about me.

9 Therefore I will offer in his dwelling an oblation
with sounds of great gladness; 
I will sing and make music to the LORD.

10 Hearken to my voice, O LORD, when I call; 
have mercy on me and answer me.
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11 You speak in my heart and say, "Seek my face." 
Your face, LORD, will I seek.

12 Hide not your face from me, 
nor turn away your servant in displeasure.

13 You have been my helper;
cast me not away; 
do not forsake me, O God of my salvation.
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Matthew 4:12-23

When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew

to Galilee. He left Nazareth and made his home in Caper-

naum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so 

that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might 

be fulfilled:

“Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by 
the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles – 
the people who sat in darkness have seen a great 
light, and for those who sat in the region and 
shadow of death light has dawned.”

From that time Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven has come near.”

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, 

Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a

net into the sea – for they were fishermen. And he said to 

them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” Im-

mediately they left their nets and followed him. As he went 

from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee 
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and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, 

mending their nets, and he called them. Immediately they left

the boat and their father, and followed him.

Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues

and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing 

every disease and every sickness among the people.
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SERMON

Because of Martin Luther King  Day, I’ve mentally been

back in that time a lot this week. I remember the angry bill-

boards urging us to “Impeach Earl Warren”. I remember the

sit-ins  and  the  TV news  photos  of  people  being  knocked

around by fire hoses. I remember ugly speeches from south-

ern Senators, and  the  characterizations of those  working to

end segregation as Communists and worse. It is a fearsome

thing to undertake to change the world.  The world  can be

changed, history teaches, but it  demands blood and tears  in

compensation. Today’s passage is Matthew’s account of how

Jesus began to put his team in place to undertake to change

the  world,  or,  in  Jesus’ words,  to  teach  the  people  of  the

world  to,  “Repent,  for  the  kingdom  of  heaven  has  come

near.” The word “repent”, remember, means “to change your

direction.” If the world is to change its direction, Jesus is go-

ing to need  a strong team.  That’s why He started with four

tough fishermen because the world on its way to ruin is like a
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run-away freight train and if it is to change its direction, it

must be just such as these tough fishermen who will divert it.

Sometimes, I try to imagine what it would have been like

to have lived in first century  Judea between 70 c.e. and the

end of the century,  a  couple of generations from Jesus’ time

on earth. In particular, I wonder what it would have been like

to  be  a  Christian  in  that  time.  My guess  is...not  fun.  The

world reacts viciously to attempts to change its direction. The

instant you try, you have branded yourself  as “Not One Of

Us” and the forces of the community forget their other differ-

ences and  band together to oppose you. When Jesus called

out to the four fishermen, Simon, Andrew, James and John,

they did not go skipping to him excited over finding a new

church.  Except for John, they went literally to their deaths.

Why would they do such a crazy thing? 

After Jesus died, it became their task to tell the peoples of

the world what had happened. No matter how moving or dev-

astating or certain your contact with God may have been, it is
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dauntingly difficult to communicate it to another.  Try it for

yourself. Approach random people that you meet with a big

smile and a big Christian handshake  and  tell them the good

news that God has once again walked the earth and this time

he is a drywall hanger named Vernon from Louisa, Kentucky.

That’s  quite  literally  the task that  faced  Matthew’s church.

They were telling people that God has walked the earth as a

rough carpenter from some little burg up north. 

Christians hate to hear it, but an awful lot of people find

their time occupied fully by just getting through the day. The

mass of humanity struggles daily with the challenges of feed-

ing their families and keeping a roof over their heads, often

with  shockingly  little  success  in  places where  the  deck  is

stacked against them, and never gives a thought to God be-

cause they are so beat down at the end of the day they haven’t

the energy to swim against the tide of the world. Any change

to their assumptions of how they might get through their day

annoy them at best and frighten them at worst. The emperor
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until 68 A.D. was Nero and he found Christians to be so an-

noying that he tied them to poles and set fire to them to use as

outdoor  lighting for  his  garden parties.  If  people  were  the

simple creatures we sometimes imagine them to be such that

they  pursue  only their  own  pleasure  and  comfort,  there

wouldn’t  have BEEN any Christians  in Rome  after  Nero’s

reign. 

But there were.

How do  we  explain  that?  The  choices  presented  were

pretty black and white.  You  could do what everybody else

was doing and be left pretty much alone, or you  could pro-

claim that God took on flesh in the form of a rough carpenter

from somewhere  up north and get killed.  Yet the First Cen-

tury repeatedly tells of people thrown to the lions or used as

Tiki torches all because of something that  was calling them

with an urgency they found impossible to ignore. What kind

of bad craziness was going on here? 

I can come up with only two explanations. One, Andrew
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and  Simon,  James  and  John  and  the  rest  of  them  were

mishuginah — howling at the moon crazy. Sadly deluded at

best. Psychotic at worst. More to be pitied than followed.

The  second  explanation?  Ah!  That’s  where  things  get

tricky. To discuss it, we have to use language, and language

is  not  up  to  the  task.  Language  admits  the  possibility  of

something we call “God” but if the something we call “God”

could be  contained within language, it  wouldn’t be “God”.

The Chinese say that the Tao which can be spoken is not the

true Tao. They are right. The something we call “God” is not

confined  to  the  tiny back  yard  of  your  beliefs  but  works

throughout Creation.  The something we call “God” is  tran-

scendent, it  is beyond ordinary limits; it is surpassing; it  ex-

ceeds our  abilities  to  express  it;  it  cannot  be  captured  in

words. 

For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
  nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. 
For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
  so are my ways higher than your ways
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  and my thoughts than your thoughts.1 

At the same time, the something we call “God” is imma-

nent. It is indwelling and inherent in every aspect of creation

and every moment in time. 

Where can I go from your spirit?
  Or where can I flee from your presence? 
If I ascend to heaven, you are there;
  if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 
If I take the wings of the morning
  and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
even there your hand shall lead me,
  and your right hand shall hold me fast.2 

It is that something we call “God” which first reached out

to touch Simon and Andrew and the rest of them to empower

them for without that call they would have done nothing and

after that summons they could do nothing else.

So  the  question  for  us,  church,  is  this:  are  we  still  a

church of tough fishermen? Fred Craddock told in a sermon

of how he imagined his career as a Christian would be when

he first felt the call as a youth. He imagined giving his life for

1 Isaiah 55:8-9
2 Psalm 139
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his faith, like those Christians who would not denounce theirs

and were thrown to the lions.  Fred said he imagined future

generations of mothers taking their children to a shrine and

telling them, “That’s where they put poor old Fred up against

the wall and shot him.” 

I’m not talking about that sort of thing  and neither was

Fred. For us in Twenty-First Century America that’s not a real

danger and patting yourself on the back for your willingness

to face up to an imaginary threat isn’t courage. I’m talking

about  the  sorts  of  things  that  Christians  today  actually  do

face. Is the church still full of tough fishermen who can take

up the real challenges of our time or have we tried to confine

God only to the areas of unreality in our world?

We  live  in  a  time  of  astonishing  technical  prowess.

Google has just announced contact lenses which will test the

sugar content of my tears and report to my smart phone if my

sugar gets out of whack. We found evidence of the Higgs bo-

son (pretending for a moment that any of us know what that

7



is)! As we learn more and more of the workings of nature, we

subconsciously consign God to those smaller and smaller ar-

eas of mystery where we have not yet reached. Iron age peo-

ple also attributed to God those things they didn’t understand,

so God had great relevance to their lives for they understood

little of the natural world. He was god of the thunder, of the

wind, of fire, of famine. As we get more and more clever, we

make God the god of smaller and smaller things as we work

out how big things work in the world. He is no longer god of

thunder  and lightning, for we understand how  thunder and

lightning work. We have relegated to God only the remainder

of mystery in our lives and by doing so, we have made God

smaller and smaller in our understanding  and thus less and

less relevant in our day-to-day lives.

That’s something the tough fishermen Jesus called would

never do. That’s something we must not do. We serve an im-

manent God who sustains the work of his hands every second

of the day and night. When this transcendent, immanent some-
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thing we call  “God” empowers you to act  in His creation,

then you are truly empowered. You are like Simon and An-

drew, James and John,  leaving behind the worldly distrac-

tions and willingly walking, even unto death, in response to

that call!

Our challenge, as I see it, is to address the forces in the

world who would consign God to a place as god of the ever-

shrinking unknown  and return Him  to His proper place as

sustainer  of  the  World.  Our  challenge  is  to  return  God’s

church to its proper place as a beacon of hope and love for

the world. Dr. King, in his “Address at the Religious Leaders

Conference” in Washington on May 11, 1959 said 

 A religion true to its nature must also be concerned 
about man’s social conditions...Any religion that 
professes to be concerned with the souls of men and 
is not concerned with the slums that damn them, the 
economic conditions that strangle them, and the so-
cial conditions that cripple them is a dry-as-dust reli-
gion.

That was Dr. King’s call and he was faithful to it to death.
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The question I would pose to you for prayerful consideration

is this: what is God calling you to? What question, what area

of attention in His creation is He calling for you to address? 

St. Meinrad posted a statement this week:

Perhaps diligence doesn't always have to be about 
rules. What if diligence is about paying attention to 
the Holy Spirit each moment, faithfully following 
wherever grace leads? When one task is done, ask-
ing: what next, Lord?

I guarantee you that you are called to bring light to some

part of God’s creation.

The people who walked in darkness
have seen a great light;

those who lived in a land of deep darkness–
on them light has shined.

Are you doing so?

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2014 J. Stewart Schneider
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