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Third Sunday after Pentecost, January 22, 2017 

Matthew 4:12-23 

On Friday, I finished what may be my favorite book. I love reading murder mysteries and 

one of my favorite mystery writers is Louise Penny. A Canadian author, Penny has written 12 

books in a series about a homicide detective named Armand Gamache. The series is set in 

Montreal, Quebec, as well as in the tiny fictitious village of Three Pines in the southern part of 

the French-Canadian province. Penny not only delivers an excellent murder mystery, she also 

has created wonderfully rich and complex characters. A distinctive aspect of these books is how 

Penny explores her stories and characters through the constructs of art. Artists and poets play 

central characters and her primary protagonist has a philosopher’s soul and sees the world around 

him through the prism of poetry.  

This is fairly unusual for “whodunit” murder mysteries. In my considerable experience of 

decades of voracious reading, I’ve never known a series threaded through with so much poetry. 

Throughout the book, Penny will have characters quote several poems, but usually one poem will 

provide the framework for the overall arc of the storyline.  

Throughout most of the series, Armand Gamache is the Chief Inspector of the Homicide 

Division of the provincial police force for Quebec. He is a thoughtful and compassionate 

character and through him we are invited into philosophical meditations on the nature of evil and 

mercy. In the most recent book in the series, Penny weaves throughout the storyline this quote 

from W. H. Auden’s elegy to Herman Melville: 

Evil is unspectacular and always human, 

And shares our bed and eats at our own table, 

And we are introduced to Goodness every day. 

Even in drawing-rooms among a crowd of faults; 

That last word is “faults” – F-A-U-L-T-S. Most evil is ordinary, unspectacular, and 

always has a human face. This most common evil shares our bed and eats at our table. And while 

that is true, it is also true that Goodness is equally human and is found all around as well. Indeed, 

we are introduced to Goodness every day in the people who cross our paths. We meet Goodness 

in the very same human faces who also bear evil, in any gathering of imperfect people, which is 

to say in any grouping of humanity.  

As Penny said, “Unspectacular Evil and Goodness hiding among a crowd of faults. A 

murderer not frothing at the mouth, but always human. And Goodness, easily overlooked.”1 

What is suggested here is what we all know to be true, even as we wish to pretend it not. That 

each of us, the very nature of humanity, is a complicated combination of goodness and evil, of 

saint and sinner, of compassion and selfishness, of generosity and violence. And yet, it is we, 

with our wonderfulness and horribleness, who are called again and again into intimate 

relationship with God. 

 

In today’s Gospel lesson, we hear Matthew’s account of the beginning of Jesus’ public 

ministry. Immediately prior to the lesson we just heard, Jesus had been baptized by John in the 
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river Jordan and then entered the desert wilderness where he fasted for forty days and was 

tempted by the devil. And now, Jesus hears that John has been arrested, and he returns to Galilee 

to take up residence in Capernaum and to preach the good news that “the kingdom of heaven has 

come near” and to call his disciples.  

Jesus is walking by the Sea of Galilee and happens to see two brothers, Peter and 

Andrew, casting their net into the sea. Jesus calls out to them, “Follow me, and I will make you 

fish for people.” And immediately, they leave their nets and follow him. Jesus continues his 

journey and, again, he sees two other brothers, James and John, in a boat fishing with their 

father. Jesus calls to them as well, and they immediately leave the boat, and their father, and 

follow him.  

Matthew doesn’t provide any background details about the calling of these disciples. His 

account is surprising in how it is stripped down to the essentials. As Douglas Hare writes in his 

commentary, “Jesus summons with irresistible authority, and the men respond with radical 

obedience.”2  And their obedience is radical. These young men “immediately” follow Jesus with 

no qualifications or questions asked. Presumably, they know little to nothing about this man 

Jesus and his mission, and he provides no convincing argument for why they should follow. And 

they leave everything behind, their potentially lucrative vocation, their family, their societal and 

familial obligations. Jesus extends an unqualified call and they respond with an unqualified yes. 

What I love most about this story, however, is that as the disciples never question his call 

to follow, Jesus also never seems to assess their worthiness to become his disciples. He asks no 

questions of them either, nor does he ask to see a resume or check references. Indeed, Jesus 

merely “sees” them in the middle of an ordinary day; engaged in ordinary daily work; living an 

ordinary life.  

Presumably he sees them as God sees them. He sees into their very being and there he 

sees not something exceptional or especially holy, rather something unspectacular, ordinary, and 

fully human. Jesus calls as his disciples not those who have achieved some sort of spiritual 

perfection, but those who are some jumbled mess of the Goodness and Evil of which Auden 

writes. He calls his disciples not from those who claim divine perfection, rather from those who 

are living human and imperfect lives – lives lived within the crowd of faults. 

My systematic theology professor at seminary taught us that to be created in the image of 

God means that we are created to be godlike in a human way. I understand this statement to 

mean that as the Eternal Word of God made flesh, Jesus, was human in a godlike way, we are to 

be godlike in a human way. And by doing so, we are to be mirror images of Jesus – we are 

created to reflect God’s perfection and glory within our human and imperfect lives, not to strive 

for divine perfection itself. For that would be the height of hubris and would violate our very 

humanity, and is precisely what got us in trouble in the Garden of Eden in the first place. Within 

an understanding such as this, there is the blessing of breathing room for our ordinary and human 

imperfection.  

Jesus’ disciples are wonderful examples of this imperfect humanity. Time and again, they 

mess up; take the wrong turn; wander off course; and react in fear rather than trust. They would 

all disappoint, question, and abandon Jesus at some point. These imperfect disciples were the 

direct recipients of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount; they would be granted authority to preach, heal, 

and cast out demons; and they would witness Jesus’ transfiguration and his miraculous feeding 

of the 5,000. And yet they would also bicker over who was more important; question and doubt 

Jesus; never fully comprehend his teachings; and would, ultimately, forsake him. When things 

                                                           
2 Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew, Interpretation series (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 30. 
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got scary there at the end, Peter even denied being Jesus’ disciple, not once but three times! And 

it was upon just this faulty “rock” that the church would be founded. The important point here is 

that while each and all of the disciples would take a wrong turn, they always found their way 

back – to return to the One who called this crowd of faults in the first place.  

The beauty of this, of course, is that Jesus calls us, too, to be his disciples just as we are – 

with our own mix of Goodness and Evil. For we are called now, today, at this moment… not 

when we deem ourselves worthy but now: “Repent, for the kingdom of Heaven has come 

near…..Follow me.”3 He calls us every minute of every day, just where and as we are, into holy 

relationship with him, and through him, with the One he calls Father. God calls us all – this 

crowd of faults – to come as we are and join Him by following his Son.  

 

Throughout Louise Penny’s book series, Inspector Gamache teaches that there are four 

sentences that lead to wisdom. They are: “I’m sorry. I was wrong. I don’t know. I need help.” I 

think these are also words that mark the journey of repentance and return. Gamache teaches that 

these are the signposts that lead us back when we’ve wandered from the path. In his 

commencement address to the graduating class from the police academy in Penny’s latest book, 

Gamache ends his address with this:  

“We are all of us marred and scarred and imperfect. We make 

mistakes. We do things we deeply regret. We are tempted and 

sometimes we give in to that temptation. Not because we’re bad 

or weak, but because we’re human. We are a crowd of faults. But 

know this; there is always a road back. If we have the courage to 

look for it, and take it. I’m sorry. I was wrong. I don’t know. I 

need help. Those are the signposts. The cardinal directions.”4 

These are the signposts that represent the inner shift of repentance that Jesus preached 

and that provide the cardinal directions that lead us back into right relationship with God and 

others. No matter how far we stray from path of righteousness, repentance such as found in these 

sentences will point our way back. Each and every day, unspectacular Evil is with us, but so also 

is great Goodness. Thus is the extraordinary nature of our ordinary human lives. 

Yes, we are a crowd of faults….that is our nature. And yet, Jesus sees us as we are in the 

ordinariness of our lives and calls us to follow him. And as we stumble along, sometimes doing 

the best we can and yet still losing our way, we should take solace that there always signposts 

pointing the way back. And when we do return, our homecoming is always celebrated. We 

celebrate as well because in Christ, the kingdom of heaven has come so very near…and we are 

home. 

 

Amen. 

                                                           
3 Matt. 4:17b, 19. NRSV 
4 Penny, Louise. A Great Reckoning (2016, Minotaur Books) 
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