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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Turn Around
I Corinthians 1:10-18; Matthew 4:12-23

There was a preacher–certainly no one you would know–who was
known for preaching long and boring sermons.  On one Sunday, he had been
working away on a particularly tedious sermon for over an hour when he
stopped to scold the congregation.  “I know you think my sermons are long,”
he said, “but I’ve got something important to tell you.  Now, I don’t mind you
looking at your watches while I’m preaching, but I want you to know that I do
resent you shaking them to see if they’re still running.”1

There are probably a lot of us preachers who occasionally preach long 
and are less than inspiring, but the same could never be said for Jesus.  The
few sermons that are mentioned in scripture are fairly brief and the longest
one (which we know as “The Sermon on the Mount”) is probably a compilation
of several sermons or teachings.  Traditionally we think of the sermon
recorded in chapter four of Luke’s Gospel as being Jesus’ first sermon, and
perhaps it was.  The timing of events in the various Gospels is sometimes
tricky to determine.  Matthew tells us, however, that after Jesus returned from
his wilderness experience, he moved to Capernaum and began preaching.  
Listen to his version of the story:

Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he
withdrew to Galilee.  He left Nazareth and made his home in
Capernaum 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

1Loyal Jones, The Preacher Joke Book: Religious Anecdotes from the Oral Tradition, Loyal Jones,
ed. (Little Rock: August House, Inc., 1989), 50.



into the sea—for they were fishermen.  And he said to them,
“Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”  Immediately they
left their nets and followed him.  As he went from there, he saw
two other brothers, James son of Zebedee 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.

Matthew 4:12-23

After all that had happened to him–his baptism, the temptations in the
wilderness, and the arrest of John the Baptist–you would think that Jesus
would have more to say than, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come
near.”  Obviously he had more to say, but these few words are what was
remembered and what Matthew thought was most important.

Repentance is important.  There are a couple of ways to look at the
word “repent.”  It could be a doomsday warning, a caution to “turn or burn,”
as some would say.  Repent!  Change your ways.  Repent of the sinful ways
of this age to the ways of God who created and redeemed you.  Repent now
because the day of the Lord, a day of judgment, is drawing closer and closer!

In the Hebrew mind, the term repent meant to turn around.  It suggested
that a person was going in the wrong direction and needed to turn around and
go in the opposite direction.  In Jesus’ day, the notion of repentance also
included the understanding that it involved a change of mind.  Not only one’s
actions but one’s understanding, intention, and attitudes required change. 
Thus Jesus’ sermon, brief though it was, called for a comprehensive change
of action and intention, of deeds and attitudes, of what we do and why we do
it.

It is important for us to take stock of what we do and why we do it on 
a regular basis.  When I was in high school, I worked on the school’s
yearbook staff.  In my senior year we decided to include a spoof of the school
paper in the back of the book, a lighthearted take on the life of high school
students in the late 70's.  The spoof got a little out of hand.  Some of the
articles took on a bawdy character and crossed the line of what was
appropriate for a high school yearbook.  The principal, a man whom I greatly
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respected, invited me to his office to talk about the parody.  He suggested that
while some of what I had written was witty and clever, it might not be
appropriate reading for parents and grandparents who would surely be
perusing the book.  He also raised the issue of whether or not I would want
to be remembered forever for such writing.  Finally, he reminded me of my
responsibility as a leader in the school community to promote a healthy and
productive atmosphere rather than a tawdry and demeaning one.  In essence,
he suggested that I needed to turn around, to repent, of my intention to be
seen as witty through a less than wholesome means.

There are times in our lives, many times, when we need to take account
of our lives, stop, turn around, and head in the other direction because we
realize that the way we are going is not the path God would choose for us. 
Jesus’ brief sermon can rightly be understood as a call to self-evaluation and
repentance of our wrong attitudes and actions.

Jesus sermon can be understood in another way as well.  Repent, he
says, for the kingdom has come near.  The good news of the advent of God’s
kingdom is not a threat of the day of judgement.  Instead it is a reminder that
God is with us and at work all around us.  It is the source of redemptive light
for all who walk in darkness.  If we are going in the wrong direction, we will
miss what God is doing.  If we do not look carefully, we will never see the
wonders of God’s grace happening all around us. Stop, turn around and look. 
Pay attention to what is going on all around you because God’s reign is
already on earth.  God is already at work in the world and in us.

Not only do we need to allow God’s light to illumine life around us, Jesus
also calls us to take off the blinders which prevent us from seeing God at
work.  It is easy for us to become myopic in our faith.  We look only at what
we know or what we wish to see and we ignore or condemn those things we
do not understand or do not wish to see.

I recently read an essay by a man named Garrett Mostowski in which
he describes his own experience of repentance and turning around to see
what God is about in the world.  He wrote:

The religion I inherited from my parents felt utterly sour and
doubtful.  Church seemed more like a sing-along social club than
a place for healing.  Few would address my questions about
biblical authority or theories of atonement without making me feel
lost and heretical.  I decided to spend a summer at a cloister.
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Sister Scholastica wrote back, “OK, Brother Garrett. Come and
see.  We will talk.”

Sister Scholastica listened intently as I ranted and raved
about how I didn’t know if I believed anymore, or if I even wanted
to believe.  She said, “But didn’t you come so that you might
believe?”  I said I didn’t know.  “Brother Garrett, I think you want
to believe.  We all want to believe.  We are glad that you came. 
So, what chores would you like to do?”  I emphatically stated that
I did not enjoy doing dishes, and yard work suited me best.

“Good, then you will do the dishes.  And, Brother Garrett,
when you are doing the dishes, listen to God speaking.  Find God
in the dishes—it’s more important than doctrine and theology,
which seem to upset you.”

A month into washing dishes and regular monastic life,
frustration screamed through my veins as God seemed eternally
absent.  I told Sister Scholastica, and she invited me to walk
through the forest.  “How are the dishes?”  The spiritual dish
washing was not working.  I spoke at length before she
interrupted, “Brother Garrett, you talk so very much.  Do you know
how to listen?”  When I responded no, she led me to a cramped,
dank prayer room.  “Sit here, focus on God, and do not talk.”

I resolved to follow the monastery’s vow of silence, which
lasts from after vespers until mass the following morning.  I hoped
to achieve silence most of the day, so that when Sister
Scholastica told me to be silent again, I could boast proudly about
my accomplishments.  I resolved to prove her wrong on every
point so as to justify my thoughts and actions.

The silence was not silent at all.  Anger swelled in my heart
toward Sister Scholastica.  I hated her for telling me to be quiet
and not agreeing with my standpoint.

“How is the silence?” she asked.  I said it was awful, and
she asked, “What are you learning?”  I confessed my own
selfishness and arrogance.  She smiled and nodded, “Yes, I
struggle with those, too.”  I asked what we should do and she
said, “We should continue to listen to God.  Follow me.”
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She led me into the cloister’s mortuary.  Outside the door,
she whispered, “A sister passed away last night.”  I said I was
sorry.  “Yes, it is sad.  Now, Brother Garrett, let’s not be so selfish
anymore.  Go pray for your sisters.” I pushed through the door
and there rested a corpse with two sisters sobbing over it.  I sat
praying until they asked, “Would you like to know who she was?” 
For an afternoon, I listened to them and prayed for them.

By the end of summer, the dish washing became tolerable
and I grew accustomed to silence.  On our final walk, she asked,
“What is God teaching you?”  I updated her: God’s teaching me
to join the life of the church if I want to change it; God’s showing
me to appreciate others’ views on Christ while seeking what I truly
believe; God’s asking me to listen to the Bible and not others’
views on it; and God is granting me peace from my noisy,
untamed heart.  She smiled. “Brother Garrett, you still have much
to learn, but you have done very well.  Perhaps you would enjoy
doing the dishes twice a day?”2

When we turn around in faith, we begin to see the vast number of ways
in which people view God.  We see a myriad of colorful expressions of faith. 
We see that God cares about the emotional, physical, spiritual, and moral
lives of his people.  We also discover that God cares equally for the
economic, educational, political, and social lives of his people.  God cares
whether or not people understand that he came in the person of Jesus of
Nazareth to experience our lives.  God also cares about the safety and well-
being of his people.  God cares that we have access to scripture and the
freedom to explore our faith with guidance by the Holy Spirit.  God also cares
that we have food to eat, clothes to wear, a home in which to live, and security
from harm.  Matthew ties Jesus to a prophesy of hope made by Isaiah when
Judah had narrowly escaped getting caught up in a bloody war between
Assyria and the alliance of the northern kingdom of Israel and their neighbor
Aram.  In Jesus’ day, the Roman government oppressed the Jews and
tensions were rising by the day.  God cared.  God cares about our spiritual
lives.  God also cares about physical life.  God cared about what was
happening in the world two thousand years ago.  God cares about what is
happening to the world now.  Repent.  Turn around.  Look at what God is
doing in the world.

2Garrett Mostowski, “Essay on Mentors,” The Christian Century (January 22, 2014): 25-26.
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We all know that classic line from our Gospel story.  Jesus finds Simon
and his brother Andrew in their boat fishing.  He says to them, “Come follow
me and I will make you fishers of men.”  It was a brilliant invitation because
they were fishermen.  But to me he might say, come follow me and I will make
you a preacher of people or a counselor of people or a leader of people.  To
you Jesus might say, come follow me and I will make you a teacher of people,
a servant of people, a healer of people, a helper of people, a student of
people.  Whatever it is that you do in life, God can and will use it to reach out
to other people–if you will stop, turn around, and pay attention to what God
is doing in the world.

When you discover that it is time to stop, turn around, and look for God,
it might be a good idea to wash the dishes, take a walk, sit in silence, pray for
a friend, or listen to someone else’s story.  You might even go fishing,
perhaps for people, and discover Jesus in the boat with you.  Amen.
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January 26, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We hear those ancient words inviting us to come to Zion, to the holy
habitation of the Most High, and our minds immediately imagine exotic and far
away places.  Then we realize that the altar upon which we lay our cares is
none other than your heart, O God, which is here with us.  We are grateful
that you are not a lofty and distant god who makes the way to your grace
difficult and treacherous, but are loving and kind and come to us.

We long for the healing you promise, so we bring to you our illness and
disease.  We bring our tortured hearts and our broken spirits.  We bring our
confusion and our hopelessness.  We bring our cruelty and our evil intentions. 
We place all of wounds at the altar of your heart and pray for healing.

We rejoice, O God, because the balm of your Spirit washes over us and
makes us whole once again.  Through the gifts of one another, you heal us
and cure our illnesses.  You guide us to the right path and lead us into
wholeness of life.  You banish the darkness and provide light for the day
ahead.  You love us into life, and for that we are most grateful.

One thing more would we ask, that you use us to help heal the world. 
Give us the courage to serve and the wisdom to serve well in a world that
needs our skills, our talents, our insight, and our compassion.  Open our eyes
to the wonders of your world.  Open our ears to the cries of our neighbors. 
Open our hearts to the needs around us and fill us with the power and grace
of your Spirit, for we ask these things in the name of Jesus the Christ.  Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister


