NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Small group discussion questions
June 2017

‘The call is to ordinary people – but it is
by no means ordinary’

‘… he said to them: “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” Immediately they
left their nets and followed him. …’
Matthew 4:12-23

T

he history of our faith
is full of people who
have chosen a costly
path. From Martin
Luther to Mother Teresa, from
Dietrich Bonhoeffer to the city
banker who becomes an inner
city teacher, there are people
who have given up much to
follow a calling. People who
know what they are made for.
This reading about Jesus
calling the first disciples invites
us to think about what we are
made for. In more traditional
church language, what Jesus’
calling means for us. Jesus’
call to follow is not just for the
heroes of the Christian faith
– those we regard as having
extraordinary talents or exceptional
courage. The call to discipleship, to walk
the way of Jesus, is extended to us all.
We only need to look at the people
Jesus calls in this story: four ordinary
fishermen who live on the shores of the
Sea of Galilee, Simon (Peter) and his
brother Andrew, and James and John,
the sons of Zebedee. These are people
we can relate to. From later stories,
we get a sense that they were in many
ways people like us. They could be
petty, they quarrelled and they were not
particularly brave. But they were also
honest and enthusiastic. They were
ordinary men who were called out of
very ordinary circumstances to follow
and become disciples.
In the Jewish rabbinical sense of the
word, discipleship meant following the
teacher or rabbi – being with him to
learn the law and to have one’s character
shaped. There is all of that in Jesus’ call

‘The world will never
be the same’
to follow. However, there are some clear
differences too. First of all, it is Jesus
who calls his disciples and not, as was
the case in the rabbinic tradition, the
student choosing the teacher. More
importantly, Jesus’ calling was not
about becoming scholars and experts
on the law, but to be fishers of people.
And that strange expression should
make us sit up, for it may well be that
having used it for so long as a metaphor
for evangelism, we may be numb to its
radical meaning.
‘Fishing for people’ is used carefully
and is more than an attempt to speak
in a metaphor that a fisherman would
relate to. It was an expression that
was known to the people of ancient
Palestine. In his book Binding the Strong

Man, Ched Myers notes that the image
is carefully chosen from Jeremiah 16
where it is used in the context of God’s
severe disapproval of Israel’s sins. The
prophets Amos and Ezekiel use the
hooking of fish as a euphemism for
judgement upon the rich and powerful.
So, in the promise that Jesus will
make the disciples fish for people, we
already hear the announcement of a
new order, where power and privilege
are overturned and a different way of
being and living will prevail.
What that means is spelled out
in the Sermon on the Mount, which
Matthew carefully and I believe
deliberately placed almost immediately
after the story of the calling of the
first four disciples. For, if the four
might have been a bit vague about the
substance of their calling, Jesus now
makes it absolutely clear.
In God’s new order, what will
matter is caring for the poor, seeking
justice, being pure of heart and
making peace. In God’s order, our
ways of living will be marked not by
judging other people, but by going
the second mile; not by hating one’s
enemy but by turning the other
cheek; not by storing up wealth but
by trusting in God. It is to that new
way of living that the disciples are
called and to which, in turn, they are
to invite others.
The call that Jesus gives is to
ordinary people – but it is by no means
an ordinary call. It is a call to a new
way of being and it starts with the
overturning of the disciples’ own world,
as they leave their nets and follow.
It is absolute and uncompromising,
offering only a school from which there
is no graduation, as Myers puts it. It
is an urgent invitation to break with
business as usual. For those who choose
to follow, the world will never be the
same again.
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Chapter & verse – Francis Brienen (page 18)
Read Matthew 4:12-23, followed by Francis Brienen’s article.

1. The opening paragraph gives examples of people who have ‘given up much to follow a
calling’. Can you think of other examples?
2. Paragraph three describes the qualities of the ‘ordinary men’ Jesus called. What are your
own, your group’s or your church’s strengths? Are there ways in which these strengths are
used for God’s glory?
3. Paragraphs five and six provide insight into how and why Jesus calls the disciples to ‘fish for
people’. What does Jesus’ calling to ‘fish for people’ mean to you?
4. Francis says that Jesus’ sermon on the mount makes ‘absolutely clear’ what discipleship
means. Are there other examples that help explain what it is to follow Jesus?
5. Paragraph seven describes ‘God’s new order’. How might the new order’s priorities play
out today?
6. In closing, Francis says that the disciples’ calling ‘starts with the overturning of [their] own
world’. In what ways can your world be overturned by following Jesus?

For further reflection: ‘I will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes … Then
… you shall be my people, and I will be your God.’ Ezekiel 36:27-28

Prayer: Gracious God, thank you for calling us, ordinary people, to follow you. Help us to
better live and walk in your ways. Now and always. Amen.

