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“What is that you are looking at?” said the young man next to me. 

Friday evening I was on plane at Dulles airport coming back from a week in 

Fairfax, VA for my “day” job, though it often goes long after daylight. 

I was reviewing the Parable of the Talents from Matthew 25 that I had 

printed out for a storytelling gig I am doing this coming Saturday. 

As I have mentioned before, I normally do not converse with people when 

I’m flying.  It’s so, y’know, being socialable.  But I am not impolite 

and I was curious why he was curious. 

I said, “I’m practicing to do some biblical storytelling.” 

He said, “What is that?” 

I said, “It is telling the story as recorded as opposed to paraphrasing or 

explaining it.  Telling, as opposed to just reading it out loud, goes 

back to how it was originally conveyed since the masses did not read 

and write until the printing press in the 15th century.” 

He said, “I have never heard of biblical storytelling.  Are you a pastor? 

I said, “Yes, though I have a day job for insurance and to pay the bills.” 

Then said, “I am a seminary student at the Russian Orthodox Church in 

Jordanville, NY.” 

I said, “I know where that it is.  We live in Clinton.  I’ve driven by it many 

times and my wife grew up in Mohawk and so knows it very well.  ” 

He was surprised that I would be that familiar with it.   

While I know a bit about the Eastern Orthodox Church, I was curious about 

some of their specific practices, beliefs, and polity. 

So, we discussed them and the history of the Christian church in general. 

That led “Olof” telling me about his faith journey.  As you might have 

guessed from his name he grew up in Minnesota old.   
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His family belong to a small non-denominational church, but it didn’t seem 

to suit him.   

He struggled with his faith and searched for years.  He spent some time 

with the Protestants and some bible studies, but found it unsatisfying 

because he they didn’t feel have real roots; the “sola scriptura”—that 

is, “by scripture along”—seemed to let anyone decide anything. 

I said nothing, but given there are a couple of hundred Protestant 

denominations in the U.S. and Canada alone, I understood where he 

was coming from. 

He hung out with the Catholics for a long time, but some of their theology 

and practices didn’t quite sit with him either. 

Then while he was up in Alaska on a commercial fishing boat, he learned 

about the Eastern Orthodox Church.  Not surprising as the Russians 

had converted many of the natives there starting back in the 18th 

century.  In fact, 5% of Alaskans are Orthodox, five times higher per 

capita than any other state. 

He went on to discuss his journey, which was a struggle for him.  Eventually 

after exploring things further in the Lower 48 and talking with a 

priest he decided to join the seminary.  The one in Jordanville is 

highly regarded and seemed best suited to his needs. 

I learned a lot about the Orthodox church, particularly ROCR—the Russian 

Orthodox Church Outside of Russia, to which Jordanville belongs. 

I also was fascinated hearing about Olof’s journey and passion to find 

something.  You might find it hard to believe, but I said very little 

during our hour and half on the plane.  He was on a roll and I just 

asked some questions for clarification along the way. 
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We parted after we landed, but he encouraged me to come visit the 

monastery.  Not to see him, as he has very little free time, but just on 

its own merits.  I sympathized that here is a 25-year-old man that 

unlike most had been genuinely searching for his faith for many years 

and though confused and often frustrated finally saw the light and 

found the path of God’s calling. 

As he was talking, I thought about today’s scripture passages, which are 

about seeing the light of God’s call. 

Zebulun and Naphtali were two of the tribes of Israel, but the land they had 

was in the northern part and they were often under threat from 

others. 

In today’s passage from Isaiah, they have essentially been vassal states to a 

series of Assyrian kings.   

Isaiah says, though, God will make them glorious.  As verse 2 says, “The 

people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who 

lived in a land of deep darkness— on them light has shined. 

In the midst of political instability, shaky alliances, uncertain futures, 

Isaiah reminds them—and us—that God *is* with us, Immanuel.  Not 

just at the end, but throughout our journey.  God is—and always has 

been—with us. 

God’s presence is a shining light, piercing whatever darkness we encounter.  

While Isaiah probably thought that King Hezekiah or Josiah of Judah 

would free the people as God’s agents, we know they do not. 

In fact, not only do the Assyrians conquer those regions and more, but so 

do other empires, including the Romans. 

700 years later, Jesus goes to that region and Matthew sees him as 

fulfillment of that prophecy quoting almost exactly from the passage 
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we heard.  Except he is not just an agent of God—he is God Incarnate; 

God with us, Immanuel.  

But Jesus is not leading an army to overthrow the Romans.   

His message is “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”   

It’s a message of hope and peace.  Not “Repent or you’ll go to hell” but 

“Repent—turn back to God—because powers of heaven are starting to 

come to free you.” 

God is inbreaking into the world with Jesus.  Not to battle the world, but 

transform it. 

And the phrase “kingdom of heaven” versus “kingdom of God” makes it less 

about God alone but also the people themeselves.   

The question is not as much “What will *God* do in the face of oppression 

and suffering?” but “How will people respond?”  What will we do as 

the body of Christ to confront socioeconomic and political structures 

that subject so many of God’s children to oppression and suffering? 

Today’s Gospel passage shows you the close connection of preaching, 

teaching, and healing in Jesus' ministry.  The proclamation of the 

kingdom is not solely verbal, not just a teaching but a series of actions 

designed to bring wholeness—shalom—to individuals and 

communities. 

And yet, we today are no better than the Corinthians that Paul wrote to with 

our dissentions and factionalisms:  Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox 

and all the subsets and offshoots.  

We must take to heart Paul’s appeal to the Corinthian church in verse 10 

that “by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in 

agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be 

united in the same mind and the same purpose.” 
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Easier said than done.  But God is—and always has been and always will 

be—with us.  For on our faith journey it is with Christ at our center 

that the Holy Spirit can work through us so people will see the light.  

Including ourselves. 

In the name of God the, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  Amen. 


