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Third Sunday after the Epiphany—Year A 
Isaiah 9:1-4 
Psalm 27:1, 5-13 
I Corinthians 1:10-18 
Matthew 4:12-23 
 
What do you think is the deepest human need? (pause) 
 
I think it’s the need to belong. 
 
As I think back over all that I learned studying Brené Brown’s work, there was always this theme of 
belonging. Brown notes: True belonging is the spiritual practice of believing in and belonging to yourself 
so deeply that you can share your most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both being a 
part of something and standing alone in the wilderness. True belonging doesn’t require you to change 
who you are; it requires you to be who you are.  
 
And she talks about how the desire to “fit in” is one of the biggest barriers to true belonging because 
as soon as we try to fit in, we start jettisoning parts of our authentic selves. Teenagers get this in a 
nanosecond; they so yearn to belong, and yet, they have to navigate all these pressures to “fit in.” It’s so 
easy to confuse to two. Fitting in feels like belonging, except it always carries with it this underlying 
anxiety or fear—“Yeah, they like me right now, but if they only knew; if they only knew who I really was, 
how I really am, I’d be out, exiled.” And I don’t think this dynamic automatically stops by aging out; 
many of us carry this far into our adulthoods. For some of us, it takes a lifetime to make peace with who 
we are and how we are, to claim our authentic selves and leave the hustle of fitting in behind. 
 
This importance of belonging also showed up in that Hidden Brain podcast with Dr. Murthy that I 
spoke about in my Advent 3 sermon. He was talking about the epidemic of loneliness and all the mental 
and physical health impacts of this epidemic. He then went on talk about how “human connection and 
strengthening our social ties” is the antidote to this epidemic of loneliness. Human connection and 
strengthening our social ties—belonging. 
 
With this in mind, how Paul lets it rip today in I Corinthians is fascinating. He writes: For it has been 
reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters. What 
I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” 
or “I belong to Christ.”  
 
Clearly, there is a yearning to belong here, but it’s got an edge to it; it’s exclusionary; it definitely has 
this “us” vs “them” quality. We see in our own time how this deep desire to belong can go so wrong—
think about radicalization to extremist groups of all sorts. Think about how young men who are 
isolated and lonely get recruited into white supremacist groups in our own country with the promise 
of a place where they can belong, especially as it feels like the ground is shifting out from under their 
feet. 
 
Paul is calling out the shadow side of how we sometimes seek the belonging for which we yearn. He 
continues: Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name 
of Paul? I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so that no one can say 
that you were baptized in my name. (I did baptize also the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I 
do not know whether I baptized anyone else.) 
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I love it when we get to see Paul thinking as he’s speaking—it’s like we get to see the inner workings of 
his brain—Paul’s stream of consciousness. 
 
But back to the point…It’s as if Paul is saying, “C’mon people. This isn’t about lining up in a group and 
claiming some sort of superiority over others. This isn’t about some special quality assigned to you 
based upon who baptized you. That’s not centered in Christ—that’s your little self trying to feel secure 
and important. Big picture here folks.” 
 
Paul then spins out where it’s really at. Paul is clear: For Christ did not send me to baptize but to 
proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied 
of its power. For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God. 
 
I know this is dense, but it’s so important, so hang in there with me. Our true belonging isn’t going to 
be found in these little groups that feel so tribal in our society right now—that’s not what Christ 
sent Paul, or us, to do.  
 
Christ sends us to proclaim the gospel, the good news, that YOU BELONG; that we all belong; that 
everything belongs, and the depth of that belonging is revealed with how wide Jesus stretches out 
his arms on the cross encompassing everything—the good and heroic of humanity, the bad, even 
evil, of humanity, and everything in between, drawing all of our fragmented and false selves into his 
outstretched arms and holding all of that in the True Self until we are made whole.  
 
People who prefer their little tribe; they hate this; it’s foolishness to them. But once you taste this 
wholeness, this σῴζω, once you taste the salvation that this wide and deep and true belonging brings, 
you understand that what Jesus reveals on the cross truly is the power of God. 
 
But it’s not just on the cross where Jesus reveals this gospel of true belonging; he reveals it in his living. 
And today’s passage from Matthew shows just how elegantly he goes about this. 
 
When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. He left Nazareth and made 
his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been 
spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: “Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the 
road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have seen 
a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.” From that 
time Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
 
There is a lot of geography in this passage, a lot of places named. Galilee, Nazareth, Capernaum, 
Zebulun and Naphtali, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles.  Frankly, I’ve always blown past all 
of this geography, sort of like my eyes glaze over whenever genealogies show up in the bible. But for the 
Jesus of Matthew’s gospel, all of this is really, really important. So, here’s a little geography lesson. 
 
Zebulun and Naphtali where the first tribes of Israel to be deported and carried off into exile when 
the northern kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians in 721 BCE. They were the first two of what came 
to be known as the lost tribes of Israel.  
 
I read a blog post on patheos this week from Mark Sheai, a Catholic writer, that takes this even deeper. 
He notes that later in Matthew 9:36, Jesus will have compassion on the crowds, because they are 
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. This catapults us back to Ezekiel 34. Shea notes, 
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“In that passage, which is directed to the northern kingdom of Israel, the false shepherds of Israel are 
castigated by the Lord for shearing, killing, and eating, rather than feeding, the sheep. At the end of 
Ezekiel’s prophecy the Lord announces, ‘Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them 
out. As a shepherd seeks out his flock when some of his sheep have been scattered abroad, so will I seek 
out my sheep…’ Ezekiel is promising restoration of lost tribes of Israel.” Shea then notes: “The Pharisees 
considered themselves to be the true shepherds of Israel.  But the reality is, they were Jews from the tribe 
of Judah, and didn’t care two hoots about the descendants of the northern kingdom of Israel.”  
 
And we might note, it will often be the Pharisees who challenge Jesus’ authority, power, and inclusion. 
 
So, what is Jesus signaling right from the beginning of his ministry; what is his gospel? He’s signaling 
that he’s going to plant his presence, set up his residence, right in the heart of the lost. He’s there to 
seek out the lost, those whom the power brokers don’t care two cents about, those who sit in 
darkness, those who’ve been forgotten, those who’ve sat in the region and shadow of death, those 
who’ve been exiled, cast out of belonging—Jesus comes to seek these. 
 
And when he next calls Peter and Andrew and James and John in that land of Galilee, in the land of 
Zebulun and Naphtali, and says, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people,” Jesus is extending 
this mission to them, and to us—we’re to be about that patient discipline of fishing for people, seeking 
out the lost and despised, seeking out those who are so weary of being in the dark and the region of 
death, and we’re to announce to them, YOU BELONG to God, YOU BELONG to Jesus; come, follow 
him, and find your place of true belong in this great communion that he holds together in his body 
and in his being. 
 
Who knew that geography could convey so much? 
 
The desire to belong. Where do you find that sense of belonging?  
 
Today, Paul and Jesus, both, invite us to widen our view and belong to Jesus. Once we anchor our 
sense of true belonging there, then through him, we’ll come to realize that we belong to everyone 
and everything. With his willing-to-be-crucified-outstretched-arms to hold us and guide us, then we’ll 
be equipped to bear this good news of belonging to all those who are lost in Zebulun, in Napthali, in 
the region and shadow of death, in the darkest places of our own broken world. Don’t settle for petty 
false self tribal identities; don’t settle for fitting in; YOU BELONG—anything that tells you otherwise 
is not worthy of the gospel of Christ. Amen. 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks 
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 
January 22, 2023 
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