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3rd Sunday in Year A - Isaiah 8:23-9:3, Mt 2:12-23 

 
 The British author and convert to Catholicism, G. K. Chesterton, once quipped, 
“How odd of God to choose the Jews.” How odd that God would select this obscure 
people of the Middle East to bear His message. Why, for example, did God not select 
the Greeks with all their accomplishments in philosophy, art and literature? Why not 
the Romans with their skills for administration, engineering and law? Why not the 
Egyptians who built the Pyramids, irrigated the Nile, and fed the ancient world with the 
wheat they produced? How odd of God to choose the Jews? In fact, God did just that, 
and the Jews became the bearers of an ethical monotheism that was unique in the 
ancient world.  
 
 Odder still was that subset of Jews, the people of Galilee, whom God chose to 
bear the long awaited Messiah, and whose first followers would later spread His 
teaching throughout the known world. The Jews to the south in Judea, and in its 
political and religious center, Jerusalem, considered themselves to be the real Jews. 
They looked with scorn and derision upon these rubes, these hicks, living up north in 
Galilee. These true believers (in their own mind) considered the Galileans to be, at 
best, “marginal” Jews.   
 
 Why were the Galileans considered to be such poor examples of the Jewish 
faith?  Over time Galilee had become the crossroads of various peoples, a place where 
different cultures and religious traditions had intermingled. The original Jewish 
inhabitants had intermarried with pagans, thus signifying, to the more observant, the 
purist Jews in the south, their second-class citizenship in Israel. Even the way the 
Galileans spoke, their accent, was made fun of by the Jews in the south. Because the 
Galileans couldn't produce certain sounds, some rabbis considered them to be 
unworthy to read the sacred Scriptures in public. They were considered to be ignorant 
of the Jewish law and lax in religious observance. The more scholarly preoccupations 
of Jerusalem held little interest for the Galileans. They were essentially “a people of 
the land,” hard-scrabble farmers and fishermen, eking out a bare existence, 
marginalized and oppressed over the centuries, regardless of which group happened to 
be in power. 
 
 But, as we read in today's Gospel, it is from precisely these people that Jesus 
chose His first disciples. They would be among the group known as “the Twelve,” the 
foundation of a renewed Israel. Being simple fishermen and farmers, they were hardly 
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remarkable for their “skill set,” and possessed any number of character defects that 
would become more obvious in the course of the Gospels. Yet these were the ones 
whose lives would be changed by the man they saw walking by the shores of the Sea 
of Galilee. And ultimately all but one of them would give their lives for the message 
and mission He entrusted to them. In the words of the prophet Isaiah “a people who 
sit in darkness have seen a great light; on those dwelling in a land overshadowed by 
death, light has arisen." 
 
 As we read the Gospels, it becomes clear that this specifically Galilean context 
for the ministry of Jesus reveals a very definite face of God, and a depiction of God's 
ways that many would find simply too threatening. The pattern, the style of Jesus’ 
ministry in Galilee would make clear what was the nature of the salvation, the 
freedom, the healing that He was providing. It becomes clear that Jesus did not simply 
minister to the Galilean's, but He identified with them; He felt for them; He had 
compassion on them.  
 
 As I said, the more observant Jews in the south looked down upon the Galileans 
because they did not practice many of the Jewish religious rituals. The fact is that 
many Galileans, if not most, simply could not do all that was required of them, even 
when they wanted to. Why? Because it took a certain amount of wealth to be an 
observant Jew–to buy the foods certified by the rabbis as kosher; to have the means, 
the time, the good health to travel by foot all the way to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices 
in the Temple for the forgiveness of their sins; and to have enough money left over to 
pay the Temple tax required of all Jews. These people in Galilee were barely able to 
survive. They were often just tenant farmers on large estates, and they were heavily 
taxed by the Roman Empire and by the local overlord, King Herod. To put it in our 
language, they lived behind a kind of economic 8-ball. They simply did not have the 
means to observe all the requirements of Jewish law, as did their fellow Jews to 
thsouth in Judea. Those in Judea were somewhat better off economically, and so were 
in a better position to do what was required of them. Most Galileans were simply 
unable to be the kind of Jew that the religiously correct demanded of them. 
 
 So what does Jesus tell them? Don't worry about it. It's not what goes into you. 
It’s not the food you eat that makes you impure or unclean. It's what comes out of 
you that matters–malicious speech, violence, envy, hatred, covetousness and so on. 
That is the kind of religious observance that shows who is a true child of Abraham, a 
real Jew. So, after Jesus had spent His time traveling from town to town preaching his 
message in Galilee, He went up to Jerusalem, the power center of the religious 
establishment. There He confronted this prejudice, indeed this oppression, directed 
toward the Galileans at its source. There in Jerusalem He challenged the religious 
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leaders of His day, and for this He would be led to His death on Calvary. St Matthew 
narrates in his Gospel one rather telling detail of what Jesus’ death really means. He 
says that at the moment of Jesus’ death the Temple curtain within the Holy of Holies, 
the most sacred site in Israel, is torn in two from top to bottom, signifying that God is 
now available to all peoples, including those outside the bounds of official Judaism. 
 
 What does all this have to say to us today? It speaks especially to those who 
have been, or continue to be, marginalized by those who hold power within the 
Church, by those who consider themselves to be the true believers, the genuinely 
observant. It speaks to those who, like the Galileans, are viewed by the more 
observant as inadequate or unworthy to live out their faith, as best as they are able to. 
These are people who live behind a sort of religious 8-ball that disqualifies them from 
full acceptance. These are people who are stuck at a certain place in their lives, 
because they can't change their situation, as much as they might want to.  
 
 At one time, and to a large extent still, it continues to be women. It is gays and 
lesbians  and trans people whose sexual identity renders them marginalized by some. 
It is divorced and remarried Catholics who have not obtained a church annulment. 
And, in society at large, it is poor immigrants, largely from Latin America and Asia, 
who when times are good are welcome to work in restaurants, farms or front yards, 
but when times are bad are seen as a burden on the economy. Pope Francis has 
spoken many times of moving beyond the comfortable center “to the periphery,” 
where we find many whose needs have been long overlooked, not judging them but 
simply accepting them as they are.   He asks that we at the center “accompany” them 
on their journey. And the Pope can say this  because this is exactly what Jesus said 
and did. 
 
 In the eyes of His observant contemporaries, Jesus was not a very good Jew. At 
best He was a marginal Jew. They said He associated with gluttons, drunkards and 
assorted sinners. It wasn't so strange that the ministry of Jesus should have been 
focused in Galilee, among a largely marginalized population, because God was at work 
in Jesus to gather in all those considered marginal; because those in Galilee were the 
most open to His message. Perhaps it is true that you have to be aware that you are in 
the dark in order to be able to recognize the light. Let us pray, then, that in our own 
religious practice we can be as inclusive, as welcoming, as accepting of those 
marginalized in our day, as was Jesus in His. 


