Pre:

For the next two weeks we are going to make a transition from our Epiphany series about God’s gifts and work toward our Lenten series which will be about forgiveness. During this brief interlude we will take a look at what it means to be called to follow Jesus. 

Do you have the sense deep inside, that Jesus has called you to follow him? If you do, I hope that your calling will be encouraged and strengthened today. If you don’t yet have that sense of being called, my hope and prayer is that you will by the time you leave today. That’s a big assignment, so let’s get going. 

Specifically, let’s go fishing with Jesus and some of his friends (a good diversion on a cold winter day!). Now, it’s important to be aware that in this story from the Gospel of Luke, Simon Peter and his fishing buddies don’t really know Jesus all that well. They are not yet his disciples. But they do know of him. Jesus has already been teaching, healing, and casting out demons. He has captured people’s attention and he has drawn quite a crowd. In fact, in this story, a huge crowd has gathered around Jesus. He is by the Sea of Galilee, also known as Gennesaret.  The crowd has pushed him all the way to the edge of the lake, so close to the water that his sandals are getting wet, and where a group of fishermen have just come in from a night of fishing. 

Luke 5:1-11

Casting in Deep Water
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Several years ago, on an evening in late May, I was fly fishing on the West Branch of the Delaware River in New York. (So, try to picture green grass and warmth instead of cold and snow!) Along with several other diehards, I was flailing the water repeatedly, with no results. And we all just kept on doing that as the sun made its way down toward the western horizon. Quite late in the evening near dusk, an older gentleman came along with his fly rod and just sat down on the bank, watching the river. I wondered why he wasn’t flailing the water along with the rest of us. Bored with my own lack of action, I went over to speak to him. He told me about the big one he had caught the night before, right in that same spot. Then he pointed to the river. He said, “See that big rock out there? There’s a big trout lying right beside it. And there’s another one over there and another one over there. When it’s just about dark, I’ll have about a ten-minute window when they start to rise.”

Meekly I asked him, “And when they start to rise, what will they be taking?”

“Rusty spinners,” he said. Now I have to tell you this. Rusty spinners are not my favorite fly to fish with. But I took note. As I went back to my own fishing, I kept the old man in view and tied on a rusty spinner for luck. 

After a few minutes I saw a splash near one of his big fish. 

I kindly told the man that maybe it was time to start fishing. He stepped out in the river and made a couple of casts. Perhaps he was placating me. At any rate, he quickly retreated back to his seat on the bank of the river and said, “No point killing myself before it’s time.” 

A short time later, the sun went down and the sky darkened, kind of like God was pulling down the shades for the night. The old man unfolded himself, stretched and stepped into the river. He made one cast and a fish rose to meet the rusty spinner as it landed gently on the water. The fish grabbed the fly and ran away with it, breaking the man’s leader in the process. 

I don’t know what the old man did next, because I followed the gaggle of fishermen who reeled in and went back to their cabins. 

No matter where you go fishing, it seems like there is always someone who knows the magic—the magic spot, the magic fly, the magic time of day.  (All I Need to Know About Ministry I Learned from Fly Fishing, 1-2)

Usually that person is someone local, somebody who has been fishing those waters for years. But on that bright morning on the lake called Gennesaret, it was a carpenter-turned-rabbi named Jesus. It would seem that in fishing, he was the rookie. But he could see what Simon Peter and his friends could not. The fish were waiting. They just had to go out and get them. 

The story is backward, isn’t it? It’s kind of like the woman who went fishing with her husband. She had never been fishing before, and when she came home she confided in a friend that she had done everything wrong. “I was too noisy,” she said. “I used the wrong bait. I reeled in too soon, and—I caught more fish than he did.” 

Jesus isn’t supposed to know where the fish are. He’s supposed to know about spiritual things. Like the other people in the pressing crowd, Simon Peter has become interested and impressed by this spiritual leader. He wants to hear him preach. He is honored, I think, to lend Jesus his fishing boat as a pulpit.  That way he and his friends get something of a ringside seat while Jesus teaches.  

But fishing advice?  Listen to the hesitation in Peter’s voice: “Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing. [Read between the lines. If we didn’t catch anything all night, we most certainly won’t now. We know when and where to fish. This isn’t it.] Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.” 

If you say so. What do you hear in that phrase? Weariness? Hope? Resignation? Is he placating the rabbi? 

At any rate, Peter knows enough not to rush to judgment. And so do his friends. And because of that, they all have the fishing trip of a lifetime. 

It becomes the fishing trip that lasts a lifetime! 

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I want you to think about where Jesus is in your life.  Like Simon and his friends, you have work that you do every day. You have a schedule, things to accomplish. Projects to complete. What areas of life do you let Jesus participate in? What areas are off limits? Are there some things where you think you are the expert, and since God is only concerned about spiritual things, you don’t bother to invite Jesus along? 

Suppose you’re a neurosurgeon. When you’re in the operating room, what do you depend on? Your schooling? Your colleagues? Your insight? Imagine Jesus coming into the operating room and saying, “Move your scalpel over there just a smidgen and you’ll find the problem.” OK you’re not a neurosurgeon. But you have a life. Imagine Jesus coming into your daily life and looking around at what you are doing and saying, “Let’s try this again. Take a look over here and you’ll see the solution.” One thing that we all need to get clear about Jesus is that he is not just interested in spiritual things. He is interested in every aspect of life. 

Another way to say that is that everything is spiritual.  There is no aspect of life that is outside of God’s view. No aspect of life that is outside of God’s care and concern. And there is nothing that you do that is outside of your relationship with God. 

So, let Jesus into your life. All of it. You’ll be amazed at what Jesus can do. 

Simon Peter and his friends were astounded at their remarkable catch of fish. Yet their focus was not on the fish. Notice what they did not say. They didn’t say, “Oh, Jesus, how did you know where the fish were? We’ll have to go back to that spot again next time. Oh, yeah, rusty spinners at dusk. Got it.” Instead, Peter falls down at Jesus’ feet and worships him.

The humongous catch of fish was amazing. It was the catch of a lifetime. But the fish are not the point of the story. This story is an epiphany. An aha! A revelation. In this experience the fishermen get a glimpse of who Jesus is. That is somewhat terrifying information. Jesus is too good to be hanging around with a bunch of ordinary fishermen.  Yet Jesus extends to them an invitation to come and join him in a real fishing expedition. Jesus had come into their lives in order to draw them into his life and his ministry. 

In a very real sense, you could say that Simon and his friends were the catch of the day. 

There is a Chinese proverb that says if you want to be happy for an hour, get drunk. If you want to be happy for a few days, get married. If you want your happiness to last all week, kill your pig and eat it. But if you want your happiness to last forever, you need to learn how to fish. 

Let me put this in “spiritual” terms. People come to church, they participate in various activities of the church, they pray, they contribute, they sing. And they have certain expectations about what God will do in their lives. Peace of mind, healing, salvation. But church activities do not bring about these results! You need to learn how to fish. More about that next week. 

So, to wrap things up for today, think of this story this way:  this event is the moment when Simon Peter, James, and John become friends with Jesus. As in any other kind of friendship, it goes both ways. Jesus enters the world of the fishermen. And they let him in. And then the fishermen enter Jesus’ life and ministry. What a powerful friendship this becomes!

And this is the kind of friendship that Jesus wants with you as well. 

May you open your life to the presence and the power of Jesus.

May you let Jesus draw you out into the world to catch people for the kingdom of God. 
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