“Capernaum by the Sea”

Matthew 4:12-16
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May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen

Matthew grew up reciting the words of the prophets. He weaves prophecy into his account of Jesus and uses it to great effect to bolster his theme: Jesus is the Messiah God’s son. This morning we heard one of the fourteen Old Testament citations in Matthew’s gospel. The words from the prophet Isaiah are beautiful and filled with hope. But they also overpower the story.

This morning we may ride on the wings of Isaiah’s poetry, “For those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.” But let’s return to the scene and look down from our perch to consider another part of the story. “When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, delivered into the hands of the authorities, he withdrew into Galilee.”

Jesus heard that John had been arrested and he withdrew? John who prepared the way, who made straight the way, for Jesus; John who proclaimed “Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near,” John who gave his all living in the desert calling Jew and Gentile alike into the waters of baptism and baptized Jesus? Jesus hears of his arrest and retreats?

Most of the time we think about Jesus taking command of things, acting in bold strokes to heal, cure, comfort, anoint, teach, proclaim, callout demons and chastise hypocrites. Most of the time we focus on the action and we say that we want to follow Jesus, or we at least try to follow Jesus, asking “WWJD” – What Would Jesus Do?

Today we need to look at a scene in which Jesus does not do anything with the news that John has been arrested. Jesus heard the news and retreats to the seaside town of Capernaum nestled along the northern coast of the Sea of Galilee. He walks away from his hometown of Nazareth. 

The story of John the Baptist is a riveting tale. He is a historical figure attested to in ancient literature of Josephus of Alexandria as well as Qumron texts. John was a prophet and brought many people to the waters of the Jordan River to experience the forgiveness of sins. He also offended many people chief among them: King Herod. John denounced Herod for disposing of his wife and marrying his brother Phillip’s wife, Herodias. Herod struck back with a vengeance: John was arrested and imprisoned at Machaerus his castles on the border of the desert north of the Dead Sea.The rest you know from all the artistic renderings of the story told in Matthew 14:1-12: masterpieces in oil and lithograph depict it as well as a play by Oscar Wilde’s and a one act opera by Richard Strauss.

The night of Herod’s birthday party his stepdaughter Salome danced – danced so beautifully that the King promised her anything her heart desired. Prompted by her mother she said, “Give me the head of John the Baptist here on a platter.” The King was grieved but he had promised her anything in front of his guests. And so it was. What if Jesus had rushed the palace or the prison when John was arrested? What if Jesus had gone to the synagogue or out to the river to speak against it? I wonder.

But I look at God’s word for us today. We are told only that upon hearing the news, Jesus left and made his way to Capernaum: a small prosperous fishing village nestled along the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Then silence: not one word from Matthew about what Jesus said or thought on that journey. He left his hometown of Nazareth alone never to return - he withdrew. Jesus retreated to Capernaum and the lesson today is that when we are faced with heinous crimes, and inexplicable acts of cruelty we struggle to comprehend we ought to consider walking away.

John the Baptist foreshadowed Jesus. John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus to walk the way – all the way to Calvary. Jesus came to save us, not to control us. Evil is part of life and always will be until the end of time. There will always be Herod’s in this life and tragic senseless deaths. Had Jesus controlled Herod, still another Herod would emerge. Jesus’ work was not to fix everyone but offer everyone new life - life in abundance. And today Jesus offers us insight into the gift of retreat.

Retreat is not surrender. Retreat is stepping away from something we cannot control or beat – walking away from evil and into the presence of one who can do all things. Jesus walks away to Capernaum and prays. He has been baptized, he has been tempted in the desert for 40 days and now he learns John is in prison and on this note he begins his public ministry. We ought to remember that: the way was hard right from the start but he persevered.

Alone; and yet sometime after arriving in Capernaum he calls Peter, Andrew, James and John and they follow immediately – spiritual warriors they have no power save their faith. Yet they walk with Jesus. Jesus now has companions and entering Peter’s home he heals Peter’s mother-in-law and after that heals many.

We are faced with a heinous crime the aftershocks of which still reverberate in the corridors of power and the parking lots of supermarkets everywhere. Tucson has shaken our high opinion of ourselves and our pride in open discourse and our permissive way with words that wound. The cover of Time Magazine said it all this week, “Where do we go from Tucson?” Where indeed? There are times we need to walk away – to stop talking and analyzing and watching. There is a time to retreat to surrender to the harsh reality of where we stand right now: fractious and mean-spirited.

Jesus offers an idea – unconventional counter cultural but an idea: retreat. Walk away. Take the poignant images of national grief unfolding: the pilgrimages to a super market parking lot, the steady stream of flowers and stuffed animals laid before the entrance to the hospital, compassionate reports of the funerals and vigils and national prayer services and honor them but walk towards Jesus. He is there by the Sea of Galilee calling out to us, come follow me.

Only Jesus can help us go forth into the world in peace. Only Jesus can help us be of good courage to hold fast to that which is good, to render to no one evil for evil. Only Jesus can hold our grief for the families of Judge John Reid, Gabe Zimmeramn, Dorwin Stoddard, Christina Green, Dorothy Murray and Phyllis Scheck and our prayers for the wounded.

Retreat is not surrender, it is a time to pray and reflect and put on what Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, calls the whole armor of God, “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the evil one… For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh but against spiritual forces of evil.”

Let us pray:

Take us O Lord to the shores of Capernaum, 

Where we can repent our part in this fractious world

and be transformed by the renewing of our minds in you

and make us, Lord, an instrument of your peace

and agents of your mercy and grace and love. Amen
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