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Called Out of the Ordinary
B
esides giving precise topographical information, biblical names carry a broader and deeper meaning than simply mapping a particular place.  Thus Bethlehem means “The House of Bread” and Golgotha is “The Place of the Skull”, while names like Judea, Samaria and Galilee designate a specific political, social, cultural and religious identity of these regions and their inhabitants.  I suggest that this variety and diversity of nomenclature has a direct bearing on the story of Jesus and consequently on the message that the story conveys to us today.  The naming of a place adds rich connotations to the meaning and significance of the event narrated.  Whether in a desert place, out on the sea, on top of a mountain or fishing the lake, in temple precincts or sitting by a well in unfaithful Samaria, Jesus proclaims and reveals the active presence of God at work where one is, in the ordinary unfolding of one’s ordinary life, and the location gives heightened strength to the message proclaimed.     
M

oving out of the obscurity of Nazareth, Jesus makes his entry into the drama in a most unspectacular and unrecognized manner, defying any triumphant or apocalyptic expectations of Messiah by many of his contemporaries.  On the contrary, as we saw already in two previous Sundays, we encounter a grown up Jesus beginning his public ministry of Good News by mingling anonymous and unannounced with his own religious folks by the waters of the river Jordan, seeking a ritual of purification into those waters eventually spilling into the lake of Galilee.  Throughout biblical culture, the waters of the Jordan and of the lake of Genezareth are more than an economic element.  They represent the primordial abundance of life flowing out “from God’s Mountain” and bringing fullness of life to his chosen people.  This geographical reference therefore inevitably challenges us on two fundamental fronts.  Firstly, to believe means to accept that our life is a total gratuitous gift bestowed on us out of the abundance of God’s life and love.  Secondly, by immersing himself into the river Jordan and mingling with those whose very livelihood depended on the waters of Galilee, Jesus immersed himself totally in his Jewish culture, tradition and faith.  In this way, the Word of God today proclaims that God’s living presence not only gifts us with life, but it impregnates every fibre of our human story, becoming the DNA of the human-divine relationship between us and God.    The grown up believer, like the grown up Jesus, is totally immersed in the ordinary every day culture and tradition of time and place, because it is only within that time and place that we will encounter God and God will be able to breathe his life in us and through us.  

T

he infancy narratives of Matthew end with a laconic scene of Joseph and Mary trudging their way out of Judea and into Galilee where they belong and “where the child grew up”.  Decades later the same geographical notation but in reverse marks the beginning of Jesus’ mission revealing God’s presence in this world – a mission begun in the northern region of Galilee to end in apparent tragedy in Judea.  By coincidence of by design, Galilee then becomes both the locus of presence and the focus of God’s first revelation into the human story.  However, I suggest that this alignment of events projecting us into the drama of Good-News-in-action opens another perspective beyond the level of factual information.

A

t the time of Jesus, Palestine was clearly divided into three regions, each exhibiting a very specific milieu far beyond natural or political borders.  Mountainous Judea in the South identified itself with Jerusalem the centre of intelligentsia and knowledge, political power, religious orthodoxy, ritual justification, legal observance, socio-economic standards and seat of Roman dominated governance and control.  By contrast, barren Samaria in the centre became synonymous with infidelity and moral depravity.  For centuries the term “Samaritan” was a personification of condemnation, infidelity and rejection, implying a complete abandonment of the sacred tenets of the Law in favour of a potpourri of dubious religious traditions and questionable morality overdosed with pagan cults.  The observant Jew would abhor crossing that territory for fear of defilement, but for Jesus, black sheep Samaria became a fertile ground where to proclaim God’s healing and life-giving presence.  Precisely where one would not expect to find God!  Finally in the northern part of the country one entered fertile Galilee, the place of first revelation and encounter. 
G

alilee is the place of realistic practicalities, of down-to-earth simplicity best described by Nathanial’s laconic quip on being told that his friends had found the Messiah: “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”  Galilee is the place of ordinariness and commonality, of heart-people with little scruples for the strict Judaic observance or the legalistic convolutions of Jerusalem.  Galilee is “the Galilee of the Gentiles”, devoid of class distinction or status symbol or cultural separateness, where people lived simply tilling the land or fishing the lake, where the reality is what you see and what you see is what you get,. And Galilee is the place where Jesus is to be encountered and where our presence as disciples must witness to God’s living presence.  Later on, outside the empty tomb proclaiming the final Good News of life’s victory in spite of death, God’s messenger will announce Resurrection to the women by telling them that the Lord they are seeking is waiting for them in Galilee.  They will find him there, real and alive forever in that ordinary reality of ordinary people.   The ordinary, the every day, the unexpected Galilees of our life and of the life around us are the place of both encounter and of mission of the disciple.  From the beginning of the Gospel story, faith is not about speculations or performance, but about encounter and acceptance of the God of the ordinary where we are, as we are even when logic seems to hide God from our eyes or pain question his presence in our life.
T

he story of the call of the disciples in today’s Gospel reading has all the freshness and spontaneity of a casual afternoon stroll by the lake with a stranger killing time by engaging in conversation with a group of tired fishermen.  Peter, and John, and James neither sought discipleship that day nor expected the turn of events which the encounter with the Stranger would set in motion.  Nor did the Stranger appear to go through a particularly stringent process of selection.  In hindsight really he could not have bunched together a more diverse and unlikely crew. Ordinary people, doing ordinary jobs, and living ordinary lives, are called to a radically new way of doing, of valuing, and of being.  It is this ordinariness that we need to rediscover, if we are to be truly followers of our beckoning God, a journeyman like us and with us
T

hat is the style of God’s call addressed to each of us and all of us: unexpected, casual but deeply human, as well as eternal and universal, cutting through boundaries of status, culture or personal achievements.  Are we prepared and willing to accept this inviting presence through the most ordinary human encounters, and the most insignificant and unexpected juncture of our day? 
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