Sermon for the Fifth Sunday After Trinity
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

And Jesus said unto Simon, Fear not; from henceforth thou shalt catch men.  And when they had brought their ships to land, they forsook all, and followed him.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.

HOMILY:

Are you ready to walk away from the life you have known to follow a new calling? Could you do so, even if you wanted to?

This was the challenge that faced the three fishermen as Jesus spoke to them – and the very same challenge that faces each of us as we decide whether to follow our Lord in our day-to-day lives. 

It is easy to get into comfortable patterns in our lives, but those patterns sometimes do not conform to the life to which God calls us. We may slowly, bit by bit, become comfortable with the insulated, narrow paths our lives can take.

While we may look, even with envy, on the more adventurous, we take safe paths that we know well rather than stepping out to achieve greater things.

Sometimes, it takes the intervention of others to prompt us to make changes and to make “leaps of faith.” Sometimes these changes can occur when we are faced with huge changes in our lives that happen as a result of tragedy, or events far beyond our control. 

In the case of Peter, who was called Simon, and the brothers James and John, a stranger came along and invited them away from all their well-known life of fishing. This stranger first showed them His mastery of the way they already lived, then showed them a new way to live.

The brothers had been fishing all night without success. As Simon told our Lord, after Jesus’ instructed him to take the boat out into the lake and let down the nets, “Master, we have toiled all the night, and have taken nothing.”
 Despite his misgivings and fatigue, however, Peter agreed to try once more to catch fish: “Nevertheless at thy word I will let down the net.”
 
Also present were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, who were also fishermen and partners of Simon, and Jesus also sought these two brothers to be His disciples. All three were amazed at the result when, after lowering the nets for what they surely supposed would have been a futile effort, they caught so many fish that the nets were literally strained to the breaking point.

Peter, who was usually so brash, was so astounded that he was overtaken by fear at this development. How could it be, he must have wondered, that this man, a carpenter and no fisherman, who spoke about other-worldly things and the ways of God, how could he know so much of fishing that he could cause a catch so large it threatened to sink the boats?

And so Peter fell to his knees and asked Jesus to leave his presence because he, Peter, was a sinner and might therefore incur the wrath of God.

But now Jesus surprised the fishermen even further. He proposed to them that they cease being fishers of fish, seeking to sustain bodily life with food for the belly, and become instead preachers and fishers of men, seeking to support eternal life with food for the soul.

“Fear not; from henceforth thou shalt catch men.”
Don’t be afraid to follow me. Don’t be afraid to leave the world you have always known behind. These rough-hewn working men had not been preachers, nor had it occurred to them to seek to teach anything but the arts of fishing. Yet, here was Jesus, calling them to do exactly that.
Most of us would find it extremely difficult to follow this call. The very idea of walking away from all we know and hold dear is daunting to us.

But the influence, the personal power, the majesty of what they experienced in Jesus’ presence was enough to persuade Peter, James and John to lay down their nets, and leave their boats and the hard, but comfortable, way of life that had come to know.

They could not know what the future would hold for them. 
Nonetheless, “when they had brought their ships to land, they forsook all, and followed him.”
 They did not hesitate, nor delay. They did not take their huge catch to the market to sell it before they set off to follow Jesus. They entered willingly, joyfully on a journey into the unknown.

Like the multitude of fish they caught in the net, the Apostles began to bring multitudes to Jesus – in once case over 3,000 in one day.

Before their journey was over, Peter would be crucified upside down.  James was martyred by the sword and John the Apostle was exiled to Patmos before finally dying at Ephesus. 
The nets were filled to the breaking point, Scripture tells us, and so we who have inherited this mission from the fishermen Apostles are, like Peter, James and John, to be fishers of men. We bring men not to our table, but to the table of our Lord where they are not the meal, but instead are fed by Jesus.
We fish for men not to devour them, but to bring them to the feast.  We bring them from the depths of the sea of sin and misery, and into the light of the presence of God.

He is calling to us to join Him as He called before to Peter, James and John.  Are you willing to follow?

Let us pray.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ALMIGHTY God, whose compassions fail not, and whose loving-kindness reacheth unto the world’s end; We give thee humble thanks for opening heathen lands to the light of thy truth; for making paths in the deep waters and highways in the desert; and for planting thy Church in all the earth.  Grant, we beseech thee, unto us thy servants, that with lively faith we may labour abundantly to make known to all men thy blessed gift of eternal life; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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