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When I first began thinking about this sermon a couple of weeks ago, before leaving on 
my trip, I was drawn more to the Psalm than anything else. I was struck by the phrase in verse 8, 
“Come,” my heart says, “seek his face!” The idea of our hearts seeking to be in communion with 
God was compelling to me. It still is. But in looking at the passages since I came home the other 
day, I can’t help but be moved toward the gospel passage.  

It’s a turning point in Jesus’ life. Some scholars believe that Jesus was a disciple of John 
the Baptist. At the very least all the gospels claim that Jesus was attracted to John’s message. He 
joined the other pilgrims to be washed in the river, to experience God’s forgiveness firsthand. 
Each of the gospels deals with that little paradox differently. Mark treats it nonchalantly. There’s 
no attempt to explain why Jesus might need baptism. Luke just sort of slides past it, including 
Jesus along with everyone else. John’s gospel doesn’t really talk about Jesus being baptized; it 
leaves the question whether it was done or not open. Only in Matthew does John resist baptizing 
Jesus so that Jesus can explain why it’s necessary, “to fulfill all righteousness.”  

And so begins for Matthew this journey Jesus is on to bring the Law to fulfillment, to 
become the embodiment of Torah. But it’s only after John has been silenced that Jesus begins his 
ministry. But before he does he makes an important move. It’s not clear why he leaves his home 
in Nazareth, possibly he feels he may be in danger there, but he moves north in the Galilee to 
Capernaum, on the north shore of the Lake of Galilee.  

The Lake is actually bigger than I imagined. It’s about the size of Lake Chautauqua, so 
fishing it can be daunting. In recent years archaeologists have uncovered a boat from the 1st 
century that was found near Tiberius. The boat is estimated to have been about 25.5 feet long and 
7.5 feet wide. It would have held a crew of about four or five, leaving room for a haul of fish. It 
shows signs of repairs over its lifetime. They think it may have been in use for a hundred years 
or so.  

It must have been a hard life. There was no thought of upward mobility in the culture of 
that day. You were born into your profession, if you want to call it that. You inherited your place 
in that society and no one gave much thought to other possibilities. That’s why it seems so odd 
that these men would respond to Jesus so quickly. Were their lives so dissatisfying that anything 
seemed better? Were they on the lookout for something new and different? Had they just had a 
bad day of fishing and the call came just at the right moment?  

Whatever their reasons it must have taken courage to respond. Some scholars think 



maybe they had already heard of Jesus; or maybe they had been part of the crowd that had 
followed John. Matthew, Mark and Luke never say that. In fact, none of them gives any hint as 
to why these four were called or why they answered. I wonder if the call went out to a lot more 
than just these four. Maybe Jesus was calling everyone he saw just waiting for someone to take 
him up on it. It reminds me of the parable of the sower scattering the seed in every direction, 
with no regard for where it was landing. There’s a certain lavishness to Jesus’ activity. He just 
sort of spreads things out all over the place. The ones who understand, respond. The ones who 
don’t ignore it. It doesn’t seem to matter much how well it’s received. The object is in the telling, 
not the response.  

Maybe that’s why he begins so suddenly. He starts proclaiming his message before he 
has any followers. He uses that word a lot of us have come to dread: “repent!” Repenting evokes 
images of groveling in the dirt begging forgiveness. But the word Jesus uses doesn’t really carry 
that meaning. The word in Greek, metanoia , means “turn around” or “change your thinking.” It’s 
about how you see the world. He’s saying, “wake up to a new reality! The kingdom of God is in 
your reach.” 

And maybe that’s all those fishermen needed. Maybe they just needed to see their world 
in a new way.  

That can be hard to do. We’re so used to being disappointed or to seeing things go badly 
that the idea that something new can happen, that light can come out of darkness is hard to 
imagine. These last couple of weeks I spent in Israel drove that home for me. We didn’t just see 
the sights. We also spent some time with people who are trying to create a new way of seeing, 
trying to inspire metanoia. But you can tell it’s hard. No one seems to have a real idea of what an 
end to the conflict between Israel and Palestine might look like. I even asked one expert what a 
two-state solution would look like on a map. He didn’t really have an answer.  

What I did see, though, were some glimmers of light. I saw it at a place called Givat 
Haviva, where, under the direction of Lydia Aisenberg a British Jew who moved to Israel fifty 
years ago, Jews and Muslims study together and have dialogue in an atmosphere of learning and 
cooperation. That doesn’t change the political realities around them, but it does offer them a new 
way of seeing each other. I saw it in Akko, a village where a Muslim Palestinian has established 
a community center for Muslims and Jews. Anyone in Akko is welcome at the center and some 
600 kids go through it every week. Dr. Mohammed Fahili, the founder, was himself a Palestinian 
refugee whose family was moved from the Syrian border to Akko in 1948. He learned from his 
mother, he told us, that living in the past is useless, that they need to move forward if they want 
to make any progress. So that’s what he’s done.  

I also saw some light in Bethlehem in the West Bank where Sami Awad, a Christian 
Palestinian, is working with his community to develop dialogue with their neighbors, a Jewish 
settlement. He’s been to the homes of the leaders in the settlement and they’ve been to his. In 
spite of the forces that want to keep these groups apart and maintain an atmosphere of hostility 



between them, Sami is helping change how they see each other. It’s hard under those conditions 
to maintain hope, to see beyond the checkpoints and the humiliation of being searched every 
time you leave or enter your village, but it’s possible. We met people in Bethlehem who are 
hopeful and not just bitter.  

In fact, that’s one thing we found everywhere we went. We found people living in hope. 
They weren’t politicians or movers and shakers. They were ordinary people who are working in 
extraordinary ways to affect change in their communities, to bring people together creatively so 
defenses can be lowered and barriers crossed.  

In a way they’re helping each other respond to their hearts’ desire just as the Psalmist 
says: “seek his face!” They’re seeking the face of God in the other; they’re looking beyond the 
darkness to see a new light shining. It’s powerful and exciting and it’s possible.  

Our last day in Israel was spent visiting a Benedictine monk named Brother Olivier. He’s 
lived in the village of Abu Ghosh for forty years. Abu Ghosh is an entirely Muslim village, no 
Jews or Christians live there, in Israel that was untouched by the war in 1948 because their 
leadership decided they wanted to cooperate with the Jewish government. Brother Olivier told us 
some stories about his experiences there. Once he was invited to a school of Muslim children to 
join a Jewish cantor in a demonstration of their singing. The school leaders wanted the children 
to hear the music of the other two religions to help them understand the beauty that exists in all 
religions. Brother Olivier says Israel is a land of paradoxes. Only there could a Christian monk 
from a Muslim village stand on a stage with a Jewish cantor singing psalms in Hebrew together 
to the cheers of Muslim children.  

Lydia, Mohammed, Sami, Brother Olivier, and many, many others, are calling the people 
around them to repent, to open their eyes and see the world in a new way. Many are responding, 
many are opening their hearts to new possibilities. But it happens slowly. It happens one call at a 
time. And in time change will come. It has to; because hope is irresistible. God’s movement in 
the world is irresistible. So open your eyes. Look with new eyes and see the kingdom at hand. 
Your heart’s desire is in your grasp; God’s face is all around you. 

Amen 

 

 


