Lakeshores
Matthew 4:12-13, 18-25


And so we have left the baby behind for another year.  And the boy and the river baptism, too.  All behind us now.  Last week, Baptism of the Lord Sunday, Jenna shared again the only story we have in our scripture of Jesus as a child.  We recognized Jesus’ baptism, remembered our own, and gathered around our font to ordain and install new Elders.  All of that – baby, child, baptism – is behind us now, again, for another year.  Jesus is all grown up again and we’re asking why that matters to us.  Why does this human being’s life matter so much to us?

In almost exactly a month we’ll begin our Lenten journey and that, of course, leads very quickly to the end of the earthly life of Jesus “of Nazareth,” so we have precious little time to “flesh out” his life – between cradle and cross; between Bethlehem and Jerusalem.  We begin in Matthew this week.


Remember:  the birth that fills the first two chapters of Matthew is behind us.  John the Baptist and Jesus’ Baptism, the third chapter of Matthew, are behind us.  So too are the temptations that Matthew puts Jesus through in the opening verses of the fourth chapter – behind us.  Jesus is now walking out of the wilderness to truly get started.  Listen for the Word of God …


Read Matthew 4:18 … Wait a minute ..

Capernaum by the Sea?  We don’t know this man as “Jesus of ‘Capernaum by the Sea.’”  What happened to Nazareth?  Why has Jesus left Nazareth?  Well, Matthew suggests that it was to fulfill what had been spoken by the prophets.  (Jesus has been fulfilling what was spoken by the prophets since the twenty-second verse of the first chapter of Matthew!)  But Matthew records what, in fact, all the other Gospel writers do:  Mark’s Jesus is “driven to Galilee” by the Spirit (1:12ff).  Luke has the crowd in Nazareth drive him out of town and send him on his way to Galilee (4:29ff).  And John … well, John’s story begins with Jesus just making a decision.  “Where shall I go next?  O, let’s see … how about Galilee.”  To the Sea and its people.  So for whatever reason, Nazareth, part of Jesus’ most common worldly name, is not longer where jesus can be found.  But, why would Jesus begin his ministry “by the Sea?”


I’m going to tell you why.  And you are probably going to learn something new.


It all began in the generation before Jesus was born.  Herod the Great, the same Herod that earlier in Matthew welcomed in the Magi, ruled over the Jewish homeland from 39 BCE to BCE.  He did, of course, receive an Imperial appointment by Octavius, Emperor of the Roman Empire.  Now in his time as King, Herod undertook many building projects, to curry favor with Rome and to endear him to his Jewish people.  (Mostly the first …)  His projects two of the largest construction projects in the world at that time:”  The creation of the port of Caesarea on the Mediterranean and the extension of the plaza of the Temple in Jerusalem.

Herod had a brand new city with a brand new port built on the mid-Mediterranean coast and named it Ceasarea, after the Emperor.  The port in this city was a “wonder of the Empire,” encompassing over 40 acres and with giant breakwater-moles that extended eight hundred feet in the sea.  The port was names “Sebastos,” the Greek word for Augustus, the One-to-be-Worshipped.  Herod was out to assure the Emporer of Israel’s linkage to Rome’s imperial infrastructure.  “We’re part of your team, so you can leave us alone, and give me more power.”  


The second huge project that Herod undertook was the creation of a plaza around the Temple in Jerusalem – five football fields long by three wide.  This plaza was built on a hill with ravines on both sides, so he was digging into the hill and building up those valleys.  A monumental undertaking.  These two were world-class projects, the world at that time being the Roman Empire, of course.

Beyond these projects, south of Galilee, Herod the Great built several temples to Rome and Augustus to the north of Galilee, increasing his favor with Empire, but all of his building projects skipped over Galilee and its poor port villages and their fishermen.  Herod controlled Galilee, but he ignored it, improving north, south and west of the region.  Why?  The Galileans continued to show fierce opposition to the Roman Empire.  Herod the great was trying to Romanize.  Maybe he was a bit afraid of them?  Doubtful … Maybe he was punishing them?  Perhaps … Or maybe he just didn’t notice them at all.  But for whatever reason, they shared none of the prosperity of Herod’s projects and paid for much of it.  That’s what happened in the generation before Jesus.
 The story continues then in Jesus’ generation.  
Herod the Great died in 4 B.C.E. and his kingdom was divided up among his three sons.  Philip ruled northeast of the Seas of Galilee.  Herod Antipas ruled Galilee and Perea.  And Archelaus, according to Matthew, ruled Judea, Samaria, and Idumea.  It was this last son, Archelaus, that Joseph heard was ruling over Judea when, in Matthew, he was told to bring his family, Mary and Jesus, back from Egypt.  Because of Archelaus, Joseph, warned in a dream, didn't go back to Behelehm, but made his hometown in Nazareth of Galilee.  So, Jesus grew up, then, in Nazareth under the rule of Herod Antipas.  It is this Herod that we hear so much about in our Gospels.

Antipas dreamed all his life of becoming King of the Jews, of ruling all of Palestine, like his father, not just part of it.  To do this, he first needed acceptance in his own homeland.  So, he divorced his Nabaean wife and married a Jewish princess of the Hasmonean family.  You may recall Herodias – the wife of his half-brother, whom she divorced.  From John the Baptist he heard:  It is not lawful to have your brother’s wife.Mk 6:17 And later from Jesus:  Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery. Mk 10:11-12  (You can here the highly contextual nature of those verses so commonly abused by us.)  Antipas is not winning over his homeland.

So, he turns to Rome to curry favor, as his father had.  After all, that’s where the power is.  He raises taxes in an attempt to persuades Rome to grant him a full monarchy with his increased gifts.  But he couldn’t squeeze more taxation from his peasant-famers without risking rebellion?  How … ?  Ah, the sea.  He turned to the sea and its peasant-fisherman.  He built a new capital city on the Western shore of the Sea of Galilee and named it Tiberius, after the new emperor.  For a time, he gained a high place among the friends of Tiberius in Rome with the “commercialization” of the lake and its fishes, the increased revenue for Empire, and his abuse of the fishermen and their families.

It was Herod the Great’s overlooking of the people of Galilee, purposeful or not, and his son’s abuse of them, that set the stage for Jesus’ solidarity with them.  And so …


Jesus made his home in Capernaum by the sea.

(How many of you are still awake?!)  I know, I know … but this is the stuff that is absolutely essential to us if we are to understand why Jesus matters!  Not just to a group of first century fishermen, or to a small community that would grow in the millennia to follow, but to us, in the 21st century.  This is not just “the background” that can be left out, our changed.  This is the “matrix,” as Dominic Crossan calls it, the three dimensional reality that is so much more than “backdrop.”  This is the world that Jesus grew up in and became a man in, was baptized in and engaged. 

Jesus, in all four gospels found himself “in Galilee,” in “Capernaum by the sea,” because that is exactly where his people needed him to be, exactly where God needed him to be.  In that place at that time.  On the lakeshores of the Sea of Galilee.  And at least a few of fellow-Jews were ready for somebody like him to show up in that place at that time.

Read Matthew 4:18-22 …

Immediately … wow.


As we step out of history and into theology this morning, I pose the questions we must answer, the questions we must engage every day of our lives in our world:  Where are the lakeshores of the 21st century?  And why aren’t we walking along them?!

Jesus’ lakeshore was Roman imperialism and what it was doing to the poor and the destitute.  Two thousand years later, Mahatma Gandhi’s lakeshore was British Imperialism and it’s oppression of India and its people.  On this weekend we commemorate and honor Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who walked the shores of American racism, discrimination, and a prejudice that diminished men and women because of the color of their skin.  He dared to dream of a different day, a different way, and to walk the “Lakeshore.”  Many were ready for someone like him to show up, and they followed.  My father was one of them.  Some of yours, too.  History is riddled with those who found themselves, willingly or not, on the lakeshores of the world – neck deep in the injustices and the hatred and the violence of Empires, or cultures, or social classes determined to maintain control and power.  And history is full of men and women, young and old, who have challenged those injustices and that hatred and that violence, and have walked the lakeshore.  History marches on.  Where are the lakeshores of our lives?

We commemorate this weekend not only to remember Martin Luther King, Jr. and all that has been accomplished with race relations in the United States, but also to be reminded of how much still remains.  The dream has not yet been realized.

How about religious fundamentalism, from Islam to Judaism to the intolerant expressions of our own Christian faith?  


The economic injustices of our world where the “haves” continue to get more and the “have-nots” have less?  Where clean water, ample food, and proper shelter are luxuries to too many?

Or in our own individual lives:  The addictions, depression, diseases, and death we all endure?


The “Lakeshore” is any place in this world or any place in our lives where “what is” is less than what God intended it to be.  It is anyplace where violence, hatred, poverty, injustice, pain, suffering, hunger, thirst, thrive … and where peace, love, abundance, justice, joy, and hope are needed.  We are called like Jesus in the first century to walk these lakeshores, engage all that is wrong and reveal what is among us:  The Kingdom of God. 
History is riddled with those neck deep in the injustices and the hatred and the violence of the world:  Jesus of Nazareth who made his home in Capernaum by the Sea; Martin Luther King, Jr., Mahatma Ghandi, Nelson Mandela, the Buddha, Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, Aristotle, Mother Theresa, and so many more.  How about Larry, Serayah, Ralph and Judy, Karen, Tom, Kurt, Rachel, Ann, Paul, and so many more?  History is riddled with those neck deep in the injustices and the hatred and the violence of the world.  Some have been in over their heads.  We follow one such … in over his head.  He was executed by Empire.  But we profess that he, his Way and his life, was resurrected by God.  We profess that he is still alive, in you and me, in us.  If that is so, then you must ask yourself over and over again:  Where are the lakeshores of your 21st century?  And why aren’t you walking along them?!

No “amen” just yet …

Our sermon hymn is a familiar one.  We have sung it many times before.  I’m not sure how many of you have paid close attention to it, buy I always do.  My image has always been of getting out my boat and getting into Jesus’ boat to “seek other shores.”  As we stand and sing together this morning, I want you all to image getting out of our boat and walking with Christ on the Lakeshore.  What are you seeing?  And what are you doing about it?

No, I won’t say “amen,” yet.  We have some singing to do.  A song that may lead to a “walk” along our own lakeshores.    Will you please stand with me and let us walk together …
Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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