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THE SERMON for EPIPHANY 3, 2020  -  Australia Day 

Isaiah 9: 1-4; Psalm 27: 1-10; I Corinthians 1: 10-18; Matthew 4: 12-25 

As I said at the start of the service today, we are going to dedicate this service, partly, to this 
wonderful, challenging country in which we live. 

I know there are some who object to Australia being celebrated this day, I understand and 
to a certain extent, hope that another date can be settled upon without it tearing the country 
further apart; but this is the date we have at the moment. 

I also concede that there are a number of things we could be doing much better than we 
are, but I would like to take this opportunity to give thanks for this place I call home. 

Many of us have come from somewhere else to make a home here.  What drew you?   

Whether we were born here or are migrants, what is it for you that makes Australia such a 
good place to live?  What are the things which define us?  The old ‘fair go’ for all?  Good old 
Aussie mate-ship?  A good lifestyle, freedom and peace?  They may be clichés to a point, 
but generally they still ring true. 

I came here as a 16-year-old, and so my adult life was formed by this country I came to love.  
I have gone back to the UK a few times over the decades, and remember one occasion 
being gobsmacked by the old class system which was still live and well in the countryside 
over there – I had been so used to the almost classless society you find in Australia. 

What do we do to protect our lifestyle? 

Is that protection inclusive or exclusive?  Do we seek to exclude those who look or think 
differently to us, if so, why?  Is it out of fear?  Fear that we will lose what is precious to us? 

How do we feel about the many blessings we have, having the privilege to live here?  Do 
we truly stop and give thanks to God for these many blessings we have? 

Often we are quick to turn to God in difficult times of disaster but do we stop and truly give 
thanks when prayers are answered, when things are good? 

While there is so much we have to give thanks for here in Australia, it is balanced by a 
realization that we have a very long way to go to make our country the ideal I’m sure we 
would all like it to be.  So, our pride and gratitude need to find a balance in repentance and 
humility before God.  Sadly, we aren’t perfect yet and we tend to make many mistakes! 

Our Gospel this week, has a lot going on!  Several points jumped out at me as I was reading 
it. 

Firstly, we have good old faithful Matthew, showering us with Scripture again to attempt to 
prove to the Jews that Jesus was indeed the long-awaited Messiah.  Matthew quotes our 
first reading from the book of Isaiah.  I love this reading, well what we have of it on Christmas 
Eve at Midnight Mass. 

[Verse 2]  The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land 
of deep darkness-- on them light has shined.  [Isaiah 9:2]. 

I get tingles going down my spine when I hear that.  I could again be a 14 or 15 year old, 
sitting in a pew beside my father, in a cold Worcester Cathedral, at our school’s end of term 
Carol Service … trying to keep my Dad awake and not snoring! 

While at Christmas, the focus is more on verses 6 and 7: ‘For a child has been born to us, 
a son given …..’ 

Here, today, the focus is on the earlier verses 
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Jesus 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— “  [Matthew 4: 13-15] 

The second point is that Matthew places the start of Jesus’ ministry after John had been 
arrested.  Then out of the wilderness and that time of preparation for his ministry, Jesus 
comes proclaiming a similar message: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”. 
[v. 17] 

Jesus’ message of repentance was similar to John's, but his purpose was different.  

While John’s message of repentance was in preparation for the one who would come after 
him, Jesus had come to inaugurate the reign of God in all human affairs and so, in this 
instance, repentance meant that those who heard and responded to his preaching would 
turn back to God, yielding themselves to the sovereign love of God.  

The idea of God's reign was not new, but Jesus made it the central theme of his teaching.  
What was different to what had been heard before was that conditions for participating in 
the kingdom were no longer national or racial, but moral and spiritual.  1 

The third point is the calling of the first disciples.  This is different to last week’s version from 
John’s gospel.  Here, Matthew has Jesus walking beside the Sea of Galilee when he comes 
across some fishermen and calls them to follow him. 

He called them, and off they went, leaving behind their jobs for a life of uncertainty. For most 
of us listening to this story it contains a sense of unreality. How does it apply to us in the real 
world of the 21st century? Even if Jesus did appear to us and call us to leave our desk, 
counter, nets, tractor, classroom etc and follow him, we'd still be obliged under workplace 
legislation to give appropriate notice to our employer!  

But note.  Did Jesus call the religious elite to come follow him, did he call the scholars or 
priests?  No.  He called the ordinary folk.  These four were fishermen, but there were 
countless unnamed men and women who would give up their usual, normal lives and follow 
Jesus. 

In her blog, Revd Sue says: “It is the reminder, the reassurance that God comes to us in the 
midst of life as it is – ordinary, ready or not, right where we are, where we are doing whatever 
we are doing. 2 

Then, there is the image of ‘fishing’ for people. It's powerful imagery, especially when 
cloaked in the context of first century fishing practice, which involved nets rather than lines 
and hooks. But do we really want to perpetuate a metaphor of mission and ministry that sees 
people as objects to "catch" and drag into the kingdom?   

There may be some appropriate connections involved, such as mission, like fishing, 
requiring patience and knowledge of who we are trying to "catch". But the whole image of 
fishing dehumanizes people and makes mission out to be a "them" and "us" thing, an activity 
which inevitably sees us luring or setting traps for people to haul them into the church 
forcibly. While it may put some more people filling the church, it's hardly a picture of a loving 
God embracing all people. Neither does it fit comfortably with last week's gospel reading, 
where people were given the invitation to freely come and see for themselves if Jesus was 
the Messiah.  

The metaphor of becoming "fishers of men" does work, however, if we see it not as a model 
for mission, but an invitation to redirect our best efforts, energies and talents towards the 
work of God's kingdom - to an eternal rather than a mundane purpose. One could explore 
how Jesus might call construction workers (I will make you builders of the kingdom); doctors 
(I will make you healers of souls); farmers (I will make you sowers of the word); petrol station 
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attendants (I will make you refuellers of hope); accountants (I will make you stewards of 
creation). Any metaphor that Christ chose for such a message would find limitations in its 
interpretation.  Certainly, it meant something for these fishermen, but he didn't seem to use 
it when calling tax collectors or prostitutes or teachers of the law - only fishermen. Let's not 
turn it into a generalized metaphor for all people, but rather appreciate the dynamic in 
Christ's invitation to the fishermen.  3 

American, Paul Harvey said, "Too many Christians are no longer fishers of [people] but 
keepers of the aquarium."   

We also need to be careful that our calling to catch others doesn’t get subverted into 
"Keeping the aquarium." Looking after the church and keeping it safe from all that ails and 
assails it is one way we can resist our true calling. Yes the church does need looking after 
and yes it is ailing and yes it is being assailed by a troubled society, and yes all our efforts 
to look after it are noble and even vital, but what if that is all we ever do. What if that is all 
we ever want to do.  4 

The final point of the Gospel reading today is a description of Jesus’ ministry – teaching in 
synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every 
sickness among the people. [Matthew 4: 23] 

I think it is fair to say, that most, if not all, of us love our country.  I still get emotional when I 
hear songs like “We are one, we are Australian” or hear things like:  

I love a sunburnt country,  
A land of sweeping plains,  
Of ragged mountain ranges,  
Of droughts and flooding rains.  
I love her far horizons,  
I love her jewel-sea,  
Her beauty and her terror  
The wide brown land for me! 5 

We are all, as Christians, called, by virtue of our baptism, to make this place, a better place, 
a place that God’s will is done, here and now, as it is in heaven. 

Returning to Jesus’ call, the challenge we have is to keep our response to Jesus fresh and 
active, for I believe that we who have been caught are being called again.  We are being 
reminded of who we are. We are being challenged to look and love beyond the aquarium.  
We are being called to love the world into fulfillment. 4   

All of our energies and talents, no matter how impressive or mundane, can be redirected so 
that all we have and are can be given in service to God's kingdom of justice, peace and 
love.3  To the glory of God.  Amen. 

Revd Sally Buckley 
January 26, 2020. 
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