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Sermon by Rev. Aaron Linville
Hi everyone,

For those of you who have not met me, my name is Aaron Linville. It has
been my joy and privilege to serve as the pastor of Millwoods Community
Church for the last seven years.

It is also my joy to share our third epistle with you on manifesting hope in
the darkness. Today, we focus on the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in the
gospel of Matthew and hope in unexpected places.

There's lots of hope in unexpected places in the story of Jesus. For the
second week in a row, we hear Jesus calling fisherman to be his disciples.
Most of us don't think about fisherman as sources of hope. We think about
them as essential for coastal societies to function, but not a source of hope.

The occupation of fisherman reminds me that Jesus was a craftsman, a
skilled worker. Again, very important and essential for a functional society,
but we don't think of them as sources of hope. When we look at the
occupations of the core group of disciples Jesus is beginning to collect they
include day laborers, professional fishermen, and tax collectors. This is not
a hope inspiring group, and yet Christians would say that Jesus is the hope
of the world, and these core disciples were incredibly influential in that hope
surviving the death of Jesus. They are all unexpected sources of hope.

And when we dig into this passage about the beginning of Jesus’ ministry
in Matthew, the unexpectedness of hope increases.

Jesus’ ministry begins when he hears John the Baptizer has been arrested.
His ministry begins not in a moment of hope but a moment of chaos and
crisis. Also, we would expect his ministry would begin with something
public, but it begins by Jesus withdrawing. That's not a very hopeful action.

And, that only increases when we pay attention to where Jesus withdrew
to. The territory of Zebulun and Naphtali is the land of two of the Northern
Tribes of Israel who were lost and presumably destroyed 700 years before
Jesus walked this earth. Jesus withdrew to a place of cultural grief and
loss. It wasn’t really Jewish, but neither was it really gentile. The Jewish
people would have expected hope to come from Jerusalem or Judea, not
the land of Zebulun and Naphtali.
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I've often wondered why these fisherman were so ready to leave their
livelihoods to follow Jesus. In the gospel of Luke it makes sense because
there is a miraculous catch a fish, but there is no miraculous catch a fish in
the gospel of Matthew. Why were they so willing to leave and follow Jesus?
What unexpected hope did they see to justify such drastic action?

Maybe it was the fact that they really were not fishing for themselves, but
for the empire that occupied their land. Yes, they were earning their daily
bread by fishing, but every fish they caught was more food for Roman
officials and armies. Every fish was more tax paid to Rome. They weren't
really fishing for themselves, but for Cesar. Maybe the unexpected hope
they saw in Jesus was getting out of that self defeating cycle and the hope
of fishing for people, not just to support the economics of an occupying
empire.

The story of Jesus is filled with unexpected hope from the nativity, the
calling of the first disciples, and the start of his ministry all the way through
to the unexpected hope that death does not have the last word. All of these
moments of hope accumulate and then spread beyond this unexpected
place of origin to the surrounding areas. This hope spread to Jerusalem,
Rome, and then the ends of the world.

And even two millennia later that hope continues to show up and we
continue to find hope in unexpected places if we have eyes and hearts to
see and feel.

For me, | found unexpected hope in the consistent observations and
encouragement in the first two sermons of this series. | don't think Mark
and Jamie coordinated that. It just happened. It is hopeful to me that our
clergy lift up the message that you are God’s beloved. Full stop. No
disclaimers. That’s hopeful.

Another moment of unexpected hope for me in these last few months is the
recent Knives Out movie. We typically look to Hollywood for entertainment,
not hope, but, | found unexpected hope in Wake Up Dead Man.

It does not shy away from the fact that the church has and does cause
harm, and yet is hopeful. Neither does it shy away from the fact that it feels
like the church is getting pulled in two incompatible directions.

One is to fight the world and everything about it; to insist on it is the
Church's way or no way, even if a lot of people get hurt in the process. On
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the other end of the spectrum, the church is being pulled to reach out and
hold and love the world, to embrace and forgive, and to help us all be the
people God has created, and called us to be not through force, but by love,
peace, and grace. Wake up Dead man even has a very a hopeful depiction
of a complete rejection of spirituality and religion. It is a wonderfully hopeful
movie for me as a disciple of Jesus even though it's an entirely secular
‘Who done it’ movie. It is unexpected hope for me and for the church we so
dearly love.

After Jamie’s sermon last week, | commented to Millwoods that we need to
choose what we are looking for, because we tend to to find what we look
for whether it’s bitterness or compassion. Today | encourage all of you to
look for hope, especially in unexpected places.

Without trying, we encounter more than enough reasons to despair, so
choose to seek out hope. Choose to look for hope, and you will find it, even
in unexpected places. And, when you find it, proclaim it and share it.

Our world seems more full of despair and uncertainty than hope right now.
That is cause for concern, but it also means that hope shines brighter when
it is found. It's the same as lighting a candle and a dark room. A candle
may not be all that bright, but it shines in the darkness. Even a little hope
shines brightly when there is so much anxiety.

Choose to look for hope. Choose to share hope and be a lights to those in
darkness. Choose to be a light of hope to yourself, to your neighbor, and in
doing so, you'll be the unexpected hope someone else finds. Choose to
look for hope, and be a light to the world.
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