
PLACE MATTERS 
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How did we get to this point? We’ve barely gotten past Christmas and the story of Jesus’ birth; 

and now we hear of the arrest of John the Baptist, and of Jesus moving actively into his own 

ministry as he begins to call his disciples. 

The passing of the torch in our calendar of church readings comes as we just witnessed a national 

“changing of the guard” when a new president was inaugurated Friday. The familiar locations 

that served as backdrop for the ceremony stood out for us as more than buildings and grounds, 

but as signs and symbols of our democracy, and, the oft-mentioned hallmark of our democracy in 

this election cycle: “the peaceful transfer (or transition) of power.” For the most part, that 

happened; although we did see some peaceful protest break down into violence, just blocks 

away. 

Jesus was hardly in a peaceful place when he began his ministry. The backdrop was the Roman 

occupation, and the precipitating event for the ministry transition was the arrest, and ultimately, 

the brutal beheading of John the Baptist by Herod’s soldiers. Matthew tells us that Jesus 

“withdrew” to Galilee, left Nazareth and “made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the 

territory of Zebulun and Naphtali….”  That’s significant, because of Isaiah’s prophecy (which 

Matthew is quick to remind us).  It’s also a reminder that there were other not-so-peaceful times 

in Israel’s history, because those place names disappeared 700 years earlier when the Assyrians 

conquered the territory.  Yet, to God’s people hearing or reading Matthew’s words, they would 

pick up on what Luther Seminary professor Karoline Lewis calls Matthew’s “cartography of 

promise”—that is, the revelation of Isaiah’s promise being fulfilled in the very place the prophet 

said it would happen [the old map is an overlay!]: “The people who walked in darkness have 

seen a great light; those who dwelled in the land of deep darkness, on them has light shined.”   

Of course, we who re-read this prophecy (that we just heard at Christmas) hear the fulfillment 

from this side of Jesus’ life, ministry, death, and resurrection. The light has shined for us yet 

again; and this Good News comes to us in our geographic land of promise and our time of new 

beginnings. What that means is that we don’t simply read and recall the story as a past event, but 

as the faithful who proclaim the-God-with-us, Emmanuel event as that same call, “Follow me,” 

comes to us. 

We understand the concept of “call.” Luther wrote frequently about the holy-yet-ordinary nature 

of our vocation, or calling. That is to say, while the work of the gospel surely happens in this 

place every time the good news is proclaimed and the body and blood of Jesus are shared, we 

often fail to realize our call carried out in our daily living. Yes, we are called to fish for people, 

to be missionaries, wherever we are, because real mission uses our talents “from the sciences, 

from the arts, from many different careers, so that one might become an ‘engineer for people’ or 

a ‘trash collector for people’ just as easily as ‘fishing’ for them.” [Luke Bouman, Göttinger Predigten 

im Internet, 01/27/2008]  

So the call to those first disciples can also be heard as your call and mine, in The Outer Banks 

(and beyond): “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”  “Follow me,” and you will 

learn to manage, teach, care for, feed, [insert your unique skill, profession, or calling here], as 

you come face to face with God’s children in your work, in your neighborhood, in your 



2 

 

shopping, at your clubs and social gatherings, and everywhere else in your day-to-day living.   

Just as Jesus understands that Simon and Andrew, James and John know how to fish, he knows 

our context, our world, our place of vocation.  When we see what we do as a calling from Jesus 

himself, we can make the move from a “job” or “responsibility” to more fully understand our 

“calling.”  It’s the growth from “What’s in it for me?” to “What is God calling me to do?”   

Jesus calls us in our context where God will do amazing things through us in our “ordinary 

days,” our “daily work,” and our “routine places”—and surprisingly, even in those times and 

place when things seem hopeless. Karoline Lewis reassures us: “It may look like empire is in 

control, but you know the truth, and you have to be the truth.” “…[I]n the midst of powers that 

will seek to overpower [us], we can’t give in or give up. After all, the Lord is our light and 

salvation; whom shall we fear? The Lord is the stronghold of our lives; of whom shall we be 

afraid? (Psalm 27:1). God needs us where we are to be truth and light so that justice might roll 

down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream (Amos 5:24).”* Amen.  

 *[Karoline Lewis, www.workingpreacher.org, for 01/22/17]   


