
Particularly for those of us swept up in historic diasporas – African, 
Asian, Latin, European – it can be a powerful thing to visit the lands 
of one’s ancestors. Have you ever done this? Last year I had the 
chance to visit the islands of Hawai’i and Japan, where my dad’s 
side hails from, and last week I spent some time on a study tour in 
parts of Europe including Germany, from which my mom’s side 
originally comes. 

Quite by coincidence, while abroad last week I also found myself 
sleeping in the same cities, treading the same alleyways, weaving 
around the same bridges and hedgerows, that my German-
American grandfather had traversed as an American soldier 
fighting in World War II. Needless to say, our experiences, some 
seventy years apart, were markedly different. 

When the war came, my grandpa, then still too young to be 
drafted, lied about his age to get into the army. His poor eyesight 
qualified him “physically handicapped,” until he snuck into the 
infirmary at night to memorize the eye chart. He passed, received 
basic training in Wisconsin and the United Kingdom, and went 
straight to the beaches of Normandy. More than three hundred 
days of active combat would follow. 

My grandfather wanted excitement. He heard the call of a wild 
adventure, and went after it without thinking. 

What does it mean to enlist in a faraway war you know nothing 
about? For this young man, he found out too late that this path of 
unknown possibility was full of unspeakable horror, where he 
would witness atrocities and sorrow, mass death manifesting in 
the most nasty, brutish, and short ways – all in the heart of 
“civilized” Europe. 

After the war, his ability to feel fully human was never the same. 
Nightmares would follow for half a century, driving my 
grandfather into a faithful, quiet, and ascetic life in the church. 

Like most of his generation, my grandfather was reared on 
national propaganda that hailed the great glories of the gore of 
war – adventure, a man’s highest duty, never an honest 
assessment of war’s total brutality. His own formation ended up 
betraying him. This is a warning author Drew Hart echoes in 
“Trouble I’ve Seen,” the book our parish is encouraged to read and 
discuss together this February. “Members of dominant groups,” 

Hart writes, “must learn not to trust their own gut, as they have 
been socialized”  in a setting that hasn’t accounted for honestly 1

the full extent of human marginalization and violence. 

Our Gospel reading for today begins with Jesus hearing that his 
friend John the Baptist has been arrested. As a response, Jesus 
“withdraws,” to the foothills of “Naphtali and Zebulun,” where he 
takes up preaching John’s message: “Change your lives! God’s 
Kingdom is here!” Here, Matthew masterfully weaves the tandem 
figures of Jesus and John into a single garment of biblical destiny, 
hinting at Jesus’ own future arrest and execution by the state.
  

Now, if you’re anything like me, when you’re reading the Bible and 
you come across these cryptic, ancient place names, “Zebulun and 
Naphtali,” you’re tempted to just skip over them as “weird Bible 
words.” Ekron, Gibea, Hormah…*Shrug* 

When I was in fourth grade, my art teacher, Mr. Utec, would always 
get on me if I drew anything, dinosaurs, plants, or people, on a 
clean sheet of white paper without any background. “What’s going 
on here? Draw a house or a tree or a field! For all I know, they’re 
swimming in a bowl of milk!” He was highly critical. But perhaps, 
in a very real sense, all good stories demand good geography. 
From the wartime woes of American GIs in fields and trenches 
across war-torn France, to Martin Luther King’s marches 
throughout Georgia’s red hills Chicago’s concrete jungles, stories 
stick to us, in part, because we can populate the scenery in our 
mind’s eye. 

Certainly reading Bible stories is no different, especially because 
geography is stenciled into the consciousness of those who 
inhabited the biblical world. 

Today, it is very common for people to move great distances for any 
number of reasons. However, in Jesus’ time, this kind of transiency 
was not common, especially for working people. Barring foreign 
conquest, it was very likely you would live, have kids, and die in 
the exact same lands that your parents, and their parents, and their 
parents did. Ancient peoples, as history of whiteness scholar Nell 
Irving Painter notes, thought not in terms of “race,” but “place.”  2

Land was rooted to one’s ancestors and one’s personal and 
religious identity in an indelible way.  
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So – what are these lands, Zebulun and Naphtali, and why is it 
important that Jesus goes there, in fulfillment of the words of 
Isaiah? Zebulun and Naphtali are the names of two of the original 
twelve tribal lands of Israel. By using these specific names, 
Matthew means to evoke a remembrance of God’s covenant 
faithfulness, even through histories of violence at foreign hands. 

See, more than 700 years before Jesus’ birth, Zebulun and 
Naphtali were conquered by the Assyrian empire. The Assyrians 
maintained a very precise system for exacting their lightning-war-
like invasions: first, kidnap and enslave the invaded populations, 
second “cleanse” the land, seeding it with their own foreign 
settlers – as the prophet Isaiah lamented, “they devoured Israel 
with an open mouth.” In Matthew’s day, the land was conquered 
once more, ruled by Roman-installed puppets. 

Now, once Jesus does settle in Capernaum, he does what most 
anyone who has moved to a new city has done, whether at the 
gym, at church, at a bar or a nightclub, at a park or on a dating 
app: he goes searching for new companions. Jesus comes across 
his future disciples while out on a stroll, as they are hard at work 
fishing, trying to earn enough to survive. 

It is precisely among these people, in this site of weeping under 
the Assyrians and woe under the Romans, where Jesus chooses to 
build friendships. It is in Zebulun and Naphtali, not on the steps of 
the imperial senate, that Jesus delivers God’s people his inaugural 
address: “change your hearts and lives, because God’s kingdom is 
here!” 

The fourth century theologian St. Chrysostom argued that because 
they were “mending their nets,” these disciples, taxed heavily 
under militarized Roman rule, must have been suffering from 
wrenching poverty. Anyone who’s made old socks or stretched-out 
shoes last beyond their natural life, passed down from sibling to 
sibling – anyone who’s shared a bunk-bed or recycled yogurt cups 
as drinking glasses – as my Great Depression influenced 
grandmother still does – knows this kind of desperate thrift. 

A careful lifestyle of hard physical labor within a family unit does 
not exactly invite flash decisions. 

And yet here, the disciples lean into their inexplicable compulsion 
to leave behind their lives and families to follow a stranger, who 
invites them along with a riddle. The Nazi-resisting theologian 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, reflecting on this passage from prison, 

described these fishermen as taking a *laugh* “plunge into 
absolute insecurity.”  How is this kind of faith possible? 3

As in the beginning of all things God pronounced “let there be 
light,” and there was light, so too did Jesus say follow me *snap* 
and he was joined by these strangers. “Every time Jesus’ words are 
released,” explains the New Testament scholar Dale Brunner, “the 
Kingdom lives and jumps in those words.”  Jesus’ invitation in the 4

proclaimed Word is what makes the faith to follow him possible. 
Jesus speaking is what re-orients these laborers’ social worlds 
from the cold calculus of empire taxation to the Kingdom logics of 
mercy and abundance. 

As Matthew’s own witness makes clear, Jesus’ actions in “Galilee of 
the Gentiles” begin among the colonized, but go on to mean 
something for all people – even a Centurion and a Greek 
Syrophonecian woman, immigrants, conquerors, descendants of 
foreign invaders…Jesus’ work begins at the edges of the asset 
map, among campesino fishers and farmers whose produce is 
carried into diaspora along the same arterial Roman roads that the 
message of the Gospel will travel after the resurrection. 

This is good news for those of us who live in Rome today – the 
revolutionary reign of God doesn’t just stay simmering in these 
forgotten and parched lands. Whether our ancestors came from 
colonizing or colonized peoples, near or far from centers of 
empire, this story has implications for each of us. The tidal wave of 
Christ’ ministry, beginning on the fault lines we have overlooked, 
will go on to drench every inch of this earth, cascading across the 
powerless and powerful alike. 

Whatever ground we stand on, there’s no way we won’t be getting 
wet. 

Even today, Jesus has never stopped seeking us out, never 
stopped speaking and thereby gifting us with his own faith and 
courage. Alongside Jesus’ disciples, we are continually invited to 
be re-formed into new patterns of wholeness and liberation, in the 
midst of great suffering and death: plunging into dark waters 
beyond our own understanding. 

This message will always be foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us, who are being saved, it is the power of God.  5
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