Sermon 1-08-2017 
This is a literal example for how we humans, animals and plants are all dependent on light, and how darkness can mean suffering and death. In our sermon text the symbolic meaning of darkness is mentioned. It talks about a people that sit in darkness, in a place in the shadows of death. And this place is being described geographically in all details: It is the Province Galilea, an old area belonging to Israel where the tribes of Sebulon and Naphtali lived all around the sea Genezareth. And in the midst of this area is the town Kapharnaum where Jesus chooses to begin his initial public work. 
Why does Matthew say that there is darkness? 
Galilea is an oppressed region. More than 700 years ago, this area got separated from Israel during a war. The war Lord Tiglat Pileser had deported the Jewish inhabitants and turned the area into an Assyrian province. The old prophetic words of Isaiah that are being cited by Matthew come originated during that time. 
And even 700 years later, at the time when Jesus was alive, Galilea was regarded as a dark and dangerous province one better avoided. Guerilla fighter and criminals would escape from the Roman occupiers and hide in this area. At the time even though many Jews had resettled here, many Greek cities would rise up all around them. With some Jews those gained increasing cultural influence, while others resisted. In the capital Jerusalem people looked down on Galilea. No Roman officer volunteered to be sent there. And so, Jesus began his public work in the midst of the people that lived in darkness, in Galilea, the dark Province. That was actually his home. This is where he grew up. This is where his journey began. 
For many in Jerusalem, this alone was already proof that Jesus could not be the promised Messiah. “What good can come from Galilea?” they thought. Yet Matthew uses the old scriptures to prove: “Exactly here in this area! Doesn’t it read in Isaiah 9:2 “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned.” – The light of the promised savior first shines where it is the darkest! Jesus begins his work with the least of them, in the rural areas, at the outskirts…
It was important for Matthew to show that with this change of scenery and with the person of Jesus exactly that happened, which the prophet Isaiah prophesized more than 700 years ago. The old words from very difficult times in Israel’s history are intentionally connected to Jesus and his work in Galilea. This means that a new time has come, a change that can be felt until today. The promise of the scriptures has been fulfilled, and the promise has received a concrete shape. And so, the beginning of Jesus going to Galilea marks an important transition. In some ways Jesus continues to carry the torch from John the Baptist and says exactly the same as John did when he was alive: “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is near.”
And these are also the very first words that we hear coming out of Jesus’s mouth in the gospel of Matthew. His first speech. Short and challenging clear. And not longer than a twitter message. Only 30 letters!
How many election speeches and twitter posts have we heard here in North America in the past year, where all kinds of things were promised or threatened, in order to catch votes for one’s agenda. And in 2017 the Germans will have an election year. What messages and appeals they will follow, who knows? 
Jesus says: “Repent, turn around, for the Kingdom of God is near.” 
The Kingdom of God is near – this is how Matthew summarizes the message of Jesus. And that is more than an information, it is also an appeal: Keep your eyes open, watch where you might see a glimpse of it, pay attention to where you can see or feel that God is near, that God’s Spirit accompanies and protects us.
„Repent” is being translated by Martin Luther. Matthew use the Greek word „metanoete”, which means “change your mind”, “give your thinking and acting a new direction”. “Start anew” – maybe even in this New Year- start anew with the trust and knowing that God is still active in this world. Im Munde Jesu und am Ort der Finsternis hat diese Botschaft der Umkehr einen neuen Klang. Wenn in der Finsternis von Umkehr die Rede ist, dann tönt da Hoffnung mit. 
Darkness – that does not only impact nature, or the places where we live and where there is more or less light. That also has an inner dimension. Even inside of us there is darkness at times. The great mystics of the Christian faith talk about “the dark night of the soul”. When we find the courage and recognize this “dark night of the soul”, when we learn to face our own shadows, when we don’t close the eyes from the dark aspects of our inner life, then we will also find the courage to find God, who wants to reveal himself in our soul.
How does this message sound to us? “Repent”, “turn around” “change your mind” “start anew”… that also means “Awake!”, “Start reflecting and then make changes”!
It is very interesting: Most people do not change because they are afraid. It does not matter how many times we hear about and are threatened with the negative consequences based on what we do – this paralyzes us more than that is motivates us. And yet, when somebody shows us something positive, when somebody gives us new and substantive hope, that is when we can make changes, that is when we often find renewed thinking and a changed behavior. 
And this is how Jesus began to connect his call to change at the same time with the promise that the Kingdom of God is already here and has already begun to be visible amongst us. “The blind see, the lame walk and the poor hear the Good News.” 
The message and the life witness of Jesus was that the Kingdom of God is everywhere where God’s will for a reconciled and just world of peace can be experienced. It is present where kindness and solidarity shape the interactions between people. It can be felt where walls are being overcome and not built, and where reconciliation and forgiveness become a reality. 
This is the message that Jesus proclaims in the midst of our darkness, the darkness outside and inside: And so Jesus preaches this God not as a blind fate that suddenly hits us, like a meteor hitting the earth from the depth of the galaxy. God is not a faraway threat. God is close, comprehendeable and tangible – as tangible as Jesus himself, the human who comes to us humans. When we speak of the Kindom of God, or “Heaven” we mean God’s presence with us in this world, not high above, not far away, but right here in our midst. God entered this world, and now it is changing. Where God is, there is “Heaven”, even when it is very dark or cold. And Jesus himself is God coming close. He enters the darkness of our world, and he experienced the greatest darkness a body and soul of a person can go through dying at the cross.  And therefore there is no darkness anymore in which he, Jesus, the son of God is not present. 
And this is the message of this Sunday, this is the message of Advent, the message of God’s coming. This message is still important today: “Change”, “turn around”. Not because we are afraid of the impending darkness, but “turn around” – because our eyes and our hearts have been opened, and because we don’t have to close our eyes anymore from the darkness that exists in our lives. And we don’t have to stay in the darkness, as God has come into the darkness and a light began to shine in our world when Jesus was born. Whoever walks towards this light, that person will become able to change. When God’s light shines upon us, we are able to make changes and turn around. And that can mean that we shed old habits, we are able to let go of self-destructive lifestyles, and we learn to accept even people who we find difficult. When God’s light shines upon us, then we can admit our own weaknesses, and we can ask for forgiveness from others. We become free to not need certain luxuries. We learn to embrace our very own life story, and we become able to try new things…
Let us pray: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jesus Christ, we ask you: Come with your light into our darkness – touch our hearts and our souls so that we will become able to make changes. Help us to shed old habits and stop self-destructive ways. Enable us to accept those we find unacceptable and to embrace our own weaknesses; help us to forgive. Free us to let go of things we do not need and help us to accept our life story with its light and its darkness. Enlighten us, so we will find courage to try new ways of living that bring us and others peace. Be our light. Amen
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