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I had a conversation this week about “learning to fish in the South,” and part of the story 
involved the two gentlemen not catching a single thing and eating the bait… Luckily that was 
followed up by specifying that the bait was, in fact, shrimp. 
 
The only times I’ve fished with live bait—not often; I admit I never really took to fishing—it was 
with earthworms. I was never able to bait my own hook, afraid I was hurting the worms I didn’t 
really want to touch in the first place. The only thing worse than baiting my hook was catching 
something, because then I had to touch a fish, and slip a hook out while I looked it in the eye. 
And heaven forbid I have to kill and clean something. What I’m saying is, when we’re able to get 
together and do things again, if you were hoping for a fishing trip with the rector, I would be 
delighted if you decided to reconsider. 
 
Suffice it to say I never found much appeal in Jesus’ promise to make his disciples fish for 
people. I didn’t like fishing for fish! And as I grew older and grew in my faith, I saw the metaphor 
used as a sort of religious gotcha—bait that Christianity hook real good so you catch some 
suckers for Jesus! This is just the sort of thing that makes “evangelism” a dirty word for so many 
mainline Christians. But if Jesus wasn’t talking about hunting people down for the faith, why 
would he say this? 
 
Let’s look at his audience. The disciples Jesus is calling here are fishermen—commercial 
fishermen. Fishing is their livelihood; it’s not a hobby they indulge in on Saturday mornings at 
the lake. Less A River Runs through It and more Deadliest Catch or The Perfect Storm. And 
Jesus’ call to them is completely specific and particular to who they are—their language, their 
culture, their vocation. Jesus speaks in exactly the way his followers need him to. 
 
This is a good message to hear, especially on a day when we get his with some pretty 
confounding texts. We start with part of Jonah’s story—a wild ride if there ever was one—and 
read about God changing God’s mind. But I thought God was steadfast and unchanging?? And 
then the New Testament reading [which we read just at the 10:30 service, but I’ll summarize] 
tells us time is short and the world is passing away, so if you’re married live as though you’re not 
and if you’re in mourning live like you’re not, and you can forget about your possessions and 
your worldly ways. 
 
All these messages fall strangely on our ears, as strangely as a fishing metaphor. Anyone who 
attended (or is going to attend) the Bible session of Episcopal 101 knows that in our tradition we 
hold Scripture as an integral authority in our faith—but it’s also a complicated text that tends to 



raise more questions than it answers. Fortunately we have today’s reminder: that Jesus meets 
us where we are. 
 
And then what? Then God equips us to do what we’re called to do. Let’s return to our fishing 
friends. 
 
In her sermon collection Home by Another Way, Barbara Brown Taylor calls this story “Miracle 
on the Beach,” because it is, she says (and far be it from me to argue with Barbara Brown 
Taylor), a miracle story. 
 
The miracle is that Jesus calls, and the four fishermen “immediately” follow, without question or 
hesitation. We know it’s not because they’re somehow superhuman—these are the same guys 
who doubt, deny and abandon Jesus later in the story. Knowing this, knowing they’re just as 
human and fallible as anyone, we can see that they immediately follow Jesus because Jesus 
makes it possible for them to do so. “This is not a story about us,” Taylor writes. “It is a story 
about God, and about God’s ability not only to call us but also to create us as people who are 
able to follow—able to follow because we cannot take our eyes off the one who calls us, 
because he interests us more than anything else in our lives, because he seems to know what 
we hunger for and because he seems to be food.” 
 
God is the one doing the fishing here; it is up to us to live authentic lives that point the way 
there. Because I think this story is also about authenticity, and about the root of authenticity: 
love. 
 
Going back to Jesus’ choice of metaphor—he goes with the familiar, the understandable. He 
does not ask these fishermen to be something they’re not. Jesus calls us in the particulars of 
our lives, with our unique backgrounds, experiences, skills, and passions, and as such the call 
spoken might be different for each of us.  
 
As Christian educator and theologian Debie Thomas writes, To the engineer, maybe Jesus 
says, “Follow me and build my people.”  To the visual artist, “Follow me and paint the colors of 
the kingdom.”  To the stay-at-home parent, “Follow me and nurture my children.”  To the dancer: 
“Follow me and dance the Spirit.”  To the physician, “Follow me and heal broken souls.”  To all 
of us: “Follow me and I will make you…” 
 
I will make you strong, capable, right for the work. Jesus’ call here is a call deeper into 
authenticity. It is not a call to sever us from what we love, not a violent or coercive call. It is a 
promise to cultivate God’s kingdom in us. It is a promise that if we dare to let go, to say yes, to 
follow, we just might find returns beyond our imagining. And, as we already established, it’s not 
something we need to strive to do of our own feeble volition; it is work God forms us for and 
miraculously opens for us. 
 



That doesn’t mean following Jesus is easy or safe, or keeps us within the boundaries of our 
comfort zones. For this, let’s go even deeper into context, specifically into the context of 
commercial fishing in the time of Jesus. 
 
As biblical theologian KC Hansen shares, the Galilean fishing economy has a lot to bear on the 
times and teachings of Jesus and the disciples. By Hansen’s reasoning, the fishermen in our 
gospel story weren’t entrepreneurs. They weren’t independent workers. By the time Jesus 
started recruiting disciples, the fishing industry in Palestine was fully under the control of the 
Roman Empire: Caesar owned every body of water, and fishing in that water was regulated. G 
the state. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those benefiting from this system were not the fishermen but 
elite and wealthy urbanites.  Fishermen were forced to join a syndicate to gain a fishing license 
and faced exorbitant taxes, levies, and tolls for sales. Most of what they caught was exported, 
leaving local communities that had relied in this staple food for centuries hungry and 
impoverished. 
 
Now add to that context the Hebrew context in which “the hooking of fish” is a euphemism used 
in scripture for judgment upon the rich (Amos 4:2) and the powerful (Ezekiel 29:4). Jesus is 
inviting—calling—the disciples, these fishermen, to cast aside current systems of exploitation 
and to usher in God’s kingdom, where perhaps Mary says it best, God scatters the proud and 
haughty, puts down the mighty from their seat, exalts the humble and meek, fills the hungry with 
good things, and sends the rich away empty. This is no small ask, this is a call to a fundamental 
reordering of society and economy. It is a call for justice, for a new kingdom where all people 
are blessed. 
 
And it reminds me a whole lot of the promises we make in our baptismal covenant: to reject evil 
and turn to Jesus; to continue on in the practices of our faith; to proclaim the Good News of 
Jesus that is a blessing for all people; to look for and serve Jesus in everyone we meet; so seek 
peace and dignity for all. These are difficult promises to keep. They will challenge us and bring 
us out of our comfort zones. But we don’t have to keep them out of our own feeble volition—we 
have Jesus’ miraculous promise: “I will make you…” I will guide you. I will equip you. I will grow 
you. I will make you. Thanks be to God. 


