
Sermon: Uprising 

New North Church, Hingham 

Steven Aucella 

26 January 2020 

 

Based on Isaiah 9:1-4, Matthew 4:12-23 

  

From today’s two readings, we want to focus on three things: guarded speech, 

prophecy, and Jesus’ call to serve. 

Between 1933 and 1945, it was very unpopular to be a Christian or a Jew in 

public in Nazi Germany.  To hide what they were really up to as they turned human 

values upside-down, the Nazi propagandists twisted the language, so that what once were 

virtues now became weaknesses, and vice-versa. 

This is what German Christian pastors were up against: it had become dangerous 

to confess Jesus Christ in the troubled times before and during the war.  A preacher had 

to be careful because anything said in the pulpit, or published in a journal or a newspaper, 

might become a ticket to a concentration camp.  Explicitly pointing out injustices against 

Jews or other marginalized groups could, and often did, invite persecution or worse. 

 Love of neighbor was not a Nazi virtue. 

In 1934, a young theologian named Max Lackmann reminded his generation of 

German Christians that Christ had a ‘total claim’ on them, that there could be no possible 

compromise with Nazi views, that the need of the hour was not for the church to become 

political, but theological.  He said, ‘You are not permitted to find your own way but you 

must journey to where the God of Abraham … calls you to walk, to stand, and to live.’ 

In response, pastors began preaching in code, using the subtleties of the language 

to add meaning that only those with ears to hear would pick up.  So, when a preacher 

used Reich in a sermon, the Nazi in the congregation heard Third Reich but the Christian 

heard kingdom, as in ‘kingdom of God.’  Same thing with Volk, which had been distorted 

to mean ‘Aryans only’ but for preachers, it meant all the peoples of all the nations, 

including Jews.  This is how they resisted Nazism and were able to preach a message of 

discipleship in their churches when censorship and oppression were all around them. 
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We learn to ‘read between the lines.’ How someone says something is just as 

important as what they actually say.  We call it using code words. 

Teenagers today communicate with text messages coded in such a way that they 

hope their parents won’t understand.  One reason why rock ‘n’ roll became so popular in 

the Fifties was because parents didn’t get it; most parents at the time hated it. What 

today’s teens often don’t realize is that those teenagers of the Fifties who are now their 

grandparents were once little rebels too.  My 90-year old mother loved the Beatles.  But 

times change; codes change; music changes, and we adapt. 

More seriously, the IRS takes an interest in what pastors say from the pulpit, 

especially as it may pertain to politics.  I can’t endorse any candidate, but I can tell you to 

vote.  And, unlike the pastors in Nazi Germany, I am free to point out injustices against 

Jews and other marginalized groups.  Thankfully, that is often unnecessary as we are all 

free to access information from the internet, news sources, and social media.  In that 

sense, we all owe a debt to people like Max Lackmann – and Patton’s Third Army – 

because we don’t have to speak in code when we speak about Jesus, not anymore. 

Last week, we talked about names and nicknames in the Bible, and their 

importance in a given reading.  In today’s passage, Matthew uses place names to help us 

locate Jesus after he left Nazareth when John the Baptist got himself arrested.  John’s 

ministry had looked forward to God’s future kingdom, but Jesus proclaimed that the 

kingdom had already arrived.  With John out of the story, Jesus began his ministry in 

Capernaum. 

Capernaum is in Naphtali, which is named after the tribe founded by the fifth son 

of Jacob.  Isaiah’s reference to gloom and anguish goes back to when Assyria conquered 

and occupied Samaria in 722 BCE.  These were God-given lands, tribal allocations made 

by Joshua way back when; Assyria had violated God’s purposes for these lands, and 

that’s why Isaiah refers to the people’s anguish and Assyria’s contempt. 

Matthew’s audience would have heard ‘Zebulun and Naphtali’ as code words for 

imperial aggression, knowing that it was now Rome and not Assyria who occupied 

Galilee.  When the Romans came, Caesar’s favorite loyalists took physical control of the 

land and taxed its resources, then paid off people like Herod to keep the peace. 



 3 

There is no reason for Matthew to mention this prophecy other than to focus his 

audience’s attention on the political situation around them without actually mentioning it. 

Very subtly, when he quotes Isaiah, Matthew changes ‘Galilee of the nations’ to 

‘Galilee of the Gentiles,’ meaning the Gentile occupiers from Rome, not the people who 

lived there, who were predominantly Jewish.  A Roman soldier listening in might not 

understand that the reference to ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’ refers to him.  He wouldn’t 

know the history behind Isaiah’s words as Matthew spins them to refer to Rome rather 

than Assyria, which is one reason to use code words. 

Jesus speaks in code too.  Three times in Matthew, several times in Mark and 

Luke, Jesus says: ‘Whoever has ears, let them hear.’  He says this because he’s speaking 

in code at multiple levels. The parables are all told this way because they are, as Prof. Bill 

Herzog once put it, ‘subversive speech.’  The parables were dangerous. 

Jesus’ message is intended for the ears of the displaced farmers and fishermen and 

all those tagging along because they heard he was the Messiah, but he can’t speak plainly 

all the time because there are soldiers hanging about. The scribes and Pharisees will soon 

be listening in too.  So, Jesus frames his message in a way that makes them seem like 

simple little stories that don’t make much sense – if you don’t know the code. 

The point is, it’s no coincidence that Jesus relocates to Capernaum – it’s far away 

from the centers of political, economic, social, and cultural power.  He intentionally puts 

himself among the rural poor because they are the ones who most need to hear his words. 

So, as he walked by the Sea of Galilee, Jesus saw one pair of brothers, Simon 

Peter and Andrew, working their nets.  In Galilee, if you don’t work, you don’t eat.  Then 

he saw another pair of brothers, James and John, the sons of Zebedee, also working.  Five 

named people in a clump of four verses. 

The best translation for Jesus’ call to ‘follow me’ is ‘Come on!’  It’s an invitation, 

not a command.  And the response is unconditional obedience.  It’s a fair guess to say 

that Simon Peter and Andrew’s family depended on them for food and security.  The 

same can be said about James and John, whose father, Zebedee, probably depended on 

them to do most of the work.  But they left their nets and they left their boats.  They left 

their old way of life behind completely.  Jesus had invited them into a new life.  And they 

instinctively knew that this was true, because off they went to proclaim the good news. 
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This story underscores the cost of discipleship when one accepts Jesus’ invitation 

to follow him.  The kingdom of heaven has come near.  Drop everything and get to it. 

Most of us would find it difficult to drop everything to follow some stranger 

walking along the beach who invites us to join him on some mysterious quest, even then.  

But the disciples called out by Jesus were Galileans, people who had lost much because 

of the Romans and Herod.  They were people who might do anything for a few denarii, 

people with little faith in anything but their own abilities. 

These days, working people might think twice about accepting such an invitation.  

Judge not those who must necessarily pass up the opportunity to accept Christ’s call. 

In 1937, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that following Jesus was a public act, ‘a 

visible act of obedience.’  He wrote that ‘Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace 

without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.’  On the other hand, 

costly grace ‘is the call of Jesus Christ at which the disciple leaves his nets and follows 

him.  Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again … the door at 

which we must knock.  Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace 

because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.’ 

Bill Parcells, the football coach, once said, “You ask yourself, ‘What do you want 

your legacy to be?’ I'm content at this point to say, ‘Those who follow me,’ and he meant 

coaches like Romeo Crennel, Bill Belichick, Sean Payton, coaches he had mentored and 

who all went on to fame and glory elsewhere.  That’s another way to follow: to come 

after and continue the work, which is what Jesus calls us to do. 

We have the freedom to follow him or not, but his invitation is unlike any other.  

He invites us to ‘Come on, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I 

will give you rest’ (Matthew 11:28); ‘Come on, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit 

the kingdom prepared for you’ (25:34).  And by the angel who said to the women at 

Jesus’ tomb: ‘Come on, see the place where he lay’ (28:6), for he is not here; he has gone 

on ahead of us to Galilee, back to where it all began and with all that that implies. 

How near is the kingdom?  It’s right in front of us.  Just knock on the door. 

Amen. 


