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Sermon: Hometown Saviour       Matthew 4:12-23     January 26, 2020                                     
Rideau Park United Church, Ottawa, ON   Rev. Steve Clifton 

 

 

Driving in Southern Ontario in the fall on the way to visit relatives I passed through the town of 
Brantford, Ontario. Brantford is named after Joseph Brant, the great Mohawk Chief who led his 
people to settle in the area, leaving their old territory in the United States after the 
Revolutionary War. The Six Nations reserve is still near to Brantford. 

Brantford is the place where Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone. 

 

And Brantford, you may remember is the home town of the Great One, Wayne Gretzky. If you 
don’t remember that, there is a big sign on the highway to remind you.  And if you miss the sign 
you might notice the Hockey Arena with Wayne Gretzky`s name on it. And the Wayne Gretzky 
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Sports Center. And swimming pool. Or you might notice the bigger than life statue of Number 
99 that stands in a civic square. Joseph Brant has a statue too. But Brantford is proud of being 
Wayne Gretzky’s hometown, so much so that signs at the city limits remind you of the fact. 

In the gospel today we hear about a town that Jesus called home. There are a few places in the 
Holy Land that stake a claim as Jesus town. 

 

 

 

 

 Bethlehem. The Bible calls it the City of David, because it is the home of Israel`s greatest King. 
And Bethlehem, in the West Bank is the traditional birthplace of Jesus and many pilgrims 
journey there to see the Church of the Nativity that marks the traditional site of Christ`s birth. 
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Nazareth. Often we hear Jesus called “Jesus of Nazareth.” Mary and Joseph were from 
Nazareth. After at time in Egypt, it was Nazareth in Galilee that was home for Jesus and family. 
Nazareth today is a largely Arab Israeli town, home to a thriving high tech industry. And places 
associated with Jesus and Mary and Joseph are still found there, drawing visitors from far and 
wide. The large church in this picture is the Church of the Annunciation, dedicated to Mary of 
Nazareth 

But the Gospel story reminds us that Nazareth didn’t honor Jesus as a favorite son. Not in his 
lifetime anyway. After speaking in the local synagogue, the local people grumbled: Matthew 13 
“Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, 
Joseph, Simon and Judas? 56 Aren’t all his sisters with us? Where then did this man get all these 
things?” 57 And they took offense at him.” Jesus had to leave his hometown behind. A prophet is 
without honor in his home town. 
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So then there is Capernaum. When Jesus began his ministry he made his home in Capernaum. 

Capernaum is on the shores of the Sea of Galilee and there Jesus calls his first disciples, Peter 
and Andrew, James and John, two pairs of brothers, fishermen who made their living from the 
Sea. 

Capernaum was a town of about 1500 people in Jesus day. In 749CE it was levelled by a 
devastating earthquake that shook the whole Middle East and the site was then abandoned.  

Because of its place in the story of Jesus it has been excavated. There are ruins of two 
synagogues have been uncovered; there is a white one that is newer and under it are the 
foundations of one made of black stone that dates from the time of Jesus. 
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And there are the remains of a house there in Capernaum, now covered by a church called St 
Peter`s. The church has a floor of glass, so you can see the house below. Tradition says the 
house is the home of Peter, fisherman and disciple of Jesus. And the evidence for this 
association is significant. This house was a place of worship even in the first Century, not 
traditional Jewish worship, there was synagogue for that... and the house  was made into a 
Byzantine church in the 4th century, and an even bigger church was built in the 5th century, 
because the tradition marked the place as the home of the Chief Apostle Simon Pieter. 

In any case, the village of Capernaum lays claim to being the town of Jesus. Rejected by 
Nazareth, Jesus began his ministry here by the sea.  

So Jesus has a home town, maybe several towns where he resided. There is a house by the Sea 
of Galilee where Jesus may have stayed, shared a meal, had conversation. 
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Nearby to the town there is a stony beach. It has a church built on it, like every sacred place in 
the Holy Land, and it is, by tradition, the place where Jesus called Peter and Andrew and James 
and John. 

And it’s good to remember this. It`s good to bring Jesus off the page, out of the story, its good 
bring the Saviour down to earth, to remember that in Jesus God gets very close, shares our life, 
lives in time and space...Our home town Savior lives with us in Bethlehem and Egypt, in 
Nazareth and in Capernaum by the Sea…It`s good to remember Jesus in this way. 

------------------------------------------------- 
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I was reading a book over Christmas, Millennium by Historian Tom Holland. He writes about the 
political and social changes and shifts that marked the years around the turn of the first 
millennium in Europe and in the Middle East.  

And he takes a moment to reflect on the way Jesus was depicted in places of worship and how 
that changes over time.  

In the early centuries of the Jesus movement, when Jesus followers were a persecuted 
minority, cryptic symbols were used to communicate the faith, a kind of artistic code shared the 
faith and when Jesus was depicted in hidden places like catacombs, it was the image of the 
Good Shepherd that was most common.  

Then beginning in 321CE, when the Roman Emperor Constantine made Christianity the faith of 
Empire, Jesus was elevated and in the new cathedrals, Jesus became Christ Imperator- Jesus 
was like a heavenly Emperor, reigning over all things, or Christ Pantocrator, cosmic ruler of all. 
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In the 9th Century, in the churches of Germany, a new image of Christ began to appear in 
churches. The crucifix, the image of Christ crucified, emerged in private places in the 6th Century 
in the West. People may have has a small crucifix, a few inches high, in their homes. And then 
Christ crucified emerged as a new common image of Jesus in places of worship at the turn of 
the Millennium. And people were shocked - astounded by this image of the suffering Christ. 

The Imperial Christ reigning in glory was now a crucified Galilean, suffering and dying with the 
common people. The image here is of a life size Christ crucified; this was placed in the 
Cathedral of Cologne, now in Germany, around 970CE. This public image of a suffering Christ 
astonished the Christian world. 

There are times when Jesus is elevated and heavenly and there are times when our hometown 
Saviour is brought down to earth again. 

----------------------- 
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It`s Epiphany. In this time after Christmas, having celebrated the birth of Jesus, we now hear 
stories that tell us just who this Savior born to us really is....And in Matthew today we find the 
Saviour in a dusty little town by the Galilean seashore.  

In the novel Life of Pi, the main character, Pi Patel, explores Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, 
and reflects on the good and the puzzling in all three traditions. One of the things that Pi finds 
puzzling about Jesus is that he is so – well - ordinary. Jesus spends his time walking, and talking 
and fishing and teaching. Pi Patel is puzzled by this “sweaty, dusty, chatty god....” 

See this earthy Jesus in the gospel shared today. Let the gospel story of Jesus settling down in 
Capernaum remind us that the God we know in Jesus settles down with us, is close to us, 
sharing our life, its joys and its struggles. In Christ, the Holy comes down, draws near and calls 
us to Holy work in this world, here and now. 

Amen 

------------------------------ 

Hymn: Jesus You Have Come to the Lakeshore – 563VU 

 

 

 

 

 


