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Matthew 4:12-17

Sunday after Theophany

By Fr. Terenti Wasielewski

   In today’s gospel we heard what is known as the beginning of the ministry of Christ. We are told in the gospel that after Jesus heard of John the Baptist’s arrest, Christ responded by carrying on the mission of John. The gospel further tells us that Christ leaves his adolescent habitat in Nazareth and that he goes into the land of Galilee. Galilee is significant because this territory was inhabited by the Gentiles. What Matthew is suggesting here is that Christ’s mission was monumental in comparison to John’s. Christ is not only someone who is to lead the lost sheep of Israel, but he is to enlighten the Gentile people as well. The mission that Christ was to embark upon was that of preaching repentance and to warn those of the impending judgment before the awesome throne of God. 
   The gospel lesson says that Christ was to preach repentance “for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”. We often interpret the verse “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” as a statement that the end of the world is near. However, in this context, it does not necessarily mean that the second coming of Christ is around the corner; rather, it means that our own existence on this earth is limited. Because we are here only a short time, we must be prepared to be judged based on our earthly actions for we know not the time nor the day. 

    In order for us to understand this gospel lesson fully, we must look at it in connection with the Baptism of Christ that we celebrated last week. As we know from our celebration of Theophany, John baptized the common folk by having them washed in the river Jordan. This is symbolic of a new life, a death to sin and cleansing of the soul.  The newly illumined people would then walk in the light and presumably sin no more, praising God and preaching his word. The key to the entire action of baptism is not so much in the ritual of the washing of the body, but rather, the meaning is made manifest in the commitment to God after the ritual has taken place. 
     This new baptism is something quite different from the so-called washing or mikvah that Jews employed then and still do today. The mikvah was an external action only. If you touched the bones of the dead, you would have to bathe. Even today at the end of a Jewish cemetery there is a bucket so you can wash your hands. To the Jew it is about external cleanliness but to the Christian it penetrates our external shell and it is about continual internal cleanliness. 
     Think of the baptism as crossing the border into a new country. Once you’ve gone through the gates you proceed on a long journey, a journey to a new land. Baptism, as we remember, is not only an action of initiation or a welcoming ceremony into the church, but it is above all an action for the remission of sins and a restoration to the state of perfection man was originally created to be in. This perfection is not achieved in one action, but a long haul to eternal life. 

      Even as an infant, the action of baptism is one that is for the remission of sin. Everyone is born under the yolk of original sin, that is, the state of imperfection that was a result of Adam and Eve choosing to walk in darkness rather than remain in the garden of paradise. So too, when we enter the world as a babe, our soul is stained with the choices that our forefathers made, and therefore, we need to be washed of that fallen image of man.
     Having stated this, what action is key in our lives that make today’s gospel a reality? First, we must always be conscious that we are Christians and that as Christians we have been made whole again by virtue of our baptism. Second, we must always remember that baptism and repentance go hand in hand. Third, we must remember that Baptism is done once in our lives, but that repentance continues throughout our lifetime. Because we are frail in our spirituality we must always continually repent, thus creating a continuous cycle of mini-baptisms that will hopefully lead us to a path of righteousness. Remember we are to forgive seventy times seven—not just once, not 490 times, but we are need to be in a perpetual state of forgiveness. 
     Just because we were baptized and made Christian in name, does not make it a birthright to automatic salvation. The seriousness of our baptism is reflected in that the baptismal service contains vows and that we are expected live up to these vows. A vow is essentially a promise to God and to break a promise to God is tantamount to self-excommunication.
     The church in its wisdom has only two sacraments that contain vows, baptism and monasticism.  Even the marriage ceremony in the Orthodox Church has no vows as it does in the Roman Catholic Church. 
      The church realizes how frail we are spiritually and thus, it has set at a minimum only two sacraments that require us to promise something. Let us be ever-mindful of the seriousness of what is contained in these vows, lest we be judged for not living up to what is expected of us. Amen.
