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When the Ordinary Becomes Extraordinary 
Matthew 4:12-23 

3rd after Epiphany; January 26, 2020 
 

Text: 
12 Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth 
and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, 14 so that 
what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: 15 "Land of Zebulun, land of 
Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles-- 16 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." 17 From that time Jesus began to proclaim, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 
come near." 18 As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called 
Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea--for they were fishermen. 19 And he said to 
them, "Follow me, and I will make you fish for people." 20 Immediately they left their nets and 
followed him. 21 As he went from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his 
brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he called them. 22 
Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him. 23 Jesus went throughout Galilee, 
teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every 
disease and every sickness among the people. 
 
Reflection: 
This past Wednesday I enjoyed a very special time with the brilliant students of Vancouver School 
of Theology (VST); the classroom was filled with people soon to be ordained in May and others 
who want to learn more about theology of the United Church of Canada. It was my first class at 
VST: the class is about Theology and Doctrine in the United Church. Before the class I was told 
that there would be 15 participants: ten in class and five connected with ZOOM, a video conference 
tool. Since I haven’t used the tool previously, I was quite nervous. So, I went to school a bit early to 
prepare, especially to know how to use the tool. When I arrived at the class about 30 min before, 
three people were there; two students and a person technical support. The person was very helpful 
to set up my class and stayed with me for the whole time to operate ZOOM. Soon the empty 
classroom was filled with students and on the screen I was able to see students from long distance 
who are checking in: from London, Waterloo, Northern BC, Calgary … The ordinary space now 
became an extraordinary place for learning: a space in which to ponder how best to serve people as 
a church leader.  

Have you ever had this kind of experience when the ordinary becomes extraordinary? For me I 
experience this every week. I come to church early on Sundays. On Sunday in the morning our 
sanctuary is empty and a bit cold. Soon choir members and congregants are gathering. The cold and 
empty space becomes a very special place: the space is filled with beautiful music, laugher, prayers 
and hospitality; because of you this ordinary space becomes extraordinary.  

Today’s scripture reading tells about how the ordinary becomes extraordinary. Gospel Matthew sets 
the stage of the beginning for Jesus’ ministry. Jesus begins his ministry upon hearing the news of 
John’s arrest by withdrawing to Galilee. John’s “arrest” and the “withdrawal” of Jesus are two keys 
to the understanding of today’s scripture. Let’s first think about Jesus’ action withdrawing to 
Galilee. The Greek word for withdraw, anechowreysen connotes fleeing. Matthew employs the term 
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to describe Joseph, Mary and Jesus fleeing to Egypt: Because of Herod (2:14) they had to live in the 
foreign land of Egypt as refugees. After their exile from Egypt Jesus’ family couldn’t return to their 
hometown because the new ruler of Judea, Herod’s son, had some serious insecurity issues (2:22) so 
they withdrew or fled to Galilee. The same term was used to describe Jesus’ move into the 
wilderness after John was beheaded (14:13). In each instance, Jesus flees because of imperial 
violence or the probability of such violence. 

Jesus flees to Capernaum and launches his ministry there with the message, still ringing in his ears, 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” Does this sound familiar to you? Of course! It 
is the message that John the Baptist has been preaching, the message that upholds him in prison. A 
few chapters after today’s reading, Matthew reports that John’s prison sentence ends with his death; 
he is beheaded by Herod Antipas. John was talking about another kingdom than that of Rome - the 
kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of God, and because of that message he was killed by the Roman 
authorities. For Jesus to begin his ministry with the same words used by John the Baptist is a very 
risky venture. 

The town of Capernaum where Jesus launches his ministry is a town of about a thousand people, 
sitting on the edge of the Sea of Galilee, populated mostly by fishers and farmers. It is not a centre 
of power or commerce or influence. There, Jesus first searches for people to work with him. He 
chooses two pairs of brothers, none of whom seem very skilled organizers, nor placed in the highest 
circles of power or influence. The two sets of fishermen Jesus chooses likely had little money, 
education or social status to boast of, nor particular experience or characteristics that would predict 
success. Those Jesus seeks out to be his colleagues are so ordinary; Jesus seeks out ordinary, 
everyday, down-to-earth people to be the bearers of his message of justice and love.  

Jesus invites these ordinary people to join in his ministry of working and preparing for the kingdom 
of God with the words, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” I wonder if the people 
Jesus met had not been fishers but shepherds, what would Jesus have said to them? Might he have 
invited them to become shepherds of people, to imagine a ministry beyond their occupation as 
shepherds of sheep? How about farmers? Would Jesus have asked them to raise or grow people, 
based on their expertise of raising animals and growing grain?   

A recent survey of Christian vocation shows that for the graduates of five major theological 
institutions in North America, both Catholic and protestant, “vocation” is a significant subject of 
their teaching and preaching, but most members of their congregations say they do not feel called to 
a vocation. Most of the people listening to their preaching and teaching on vocation, do not seem to 
consider that what they do outside of the church is worthy of God’s attention and interest. How can 
this be? The research indicates that churches’ teaching on vocation is often equated with 
“occupation.” In fact, for most people, although work may contain times of meaning and purpose, it 
is often devoid of significant connection to what they believe themselves to be and to the rest of 
their lives. The place where most people find the greatest sense of fulfillment, meaning and purpose 
is in their relationships; the relationships at work, (not the work itself) are the places of particular 
significance for people’s lives.  

These survey results remind me of the phrase in today’s Gospel reading, that is, becoming fishers of 
people. The most interesting thing for me in the story is that Jesus is calling his first disciples to a 
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ministry of building relationships. If that is the message, then, unlike the way I used to hear it, we 
do not have to leave everyone and everything in order to follow Jesus. Perhaps we are being called 
to be in relationship with Jesus himself, with each other, and with all the various people we will 
meet over the years and the rest of our lives in our ministry.  

I used to think that the call had two steps, that Jesus first called people and made them his disciples 
and then challenged them to fulfill a greater purpose, that of working together for God’s kin-dom. 
But on reflecting anew on Jesus’ call in today’s passage in Matthew, “Follow me, and I will make 
you fishers of people,” I hear that the call to be in and to commit to building right relationships with 
God and God’s people is indeed to be participating in God’s kin-dom. Together, we are all on God’s 
kin-dom way, bearing each other’s burdens, caring for each other, particularly the vulnerable, 
speaking truth in front of power, holding onto each other through the joys and sorrows of our lives, 
always upheld by the hope and promise of God’s abundant grace.   

In our ordinary places, Jesus calls ordinary people to be in right relationship with the people all 
around us. As we are caught up in Jesus’ ministry, our ordinary relationships will become 
extraordinary, so that the love and justice of God’s kin-dom will be experienced in our homes, 
workplaces, communities and the world. So be it.   

--- 
Hyuk Cho (The Rev. Dr.) 
Coordinating Minister 
West Point Grey United Church, Vancouver  
 
 


