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“Not just another fish story”
1 Corinthians  15:1-11 & Luke 5:1-11
Of the four boys in my family my youngest brother turned out to be the one most skilled at fishing – whether throwing a net, laying a net, or using a spear.  Some of what he learned he learned from our dad who used to take him to “throw net.”
He was the one who was always close to dad’s side.  It was from that experience of throwing net and his love of being near, on, and in the ocean that he went on to become a deep sea diver and a deep sea fisherman.
If you sat long enough with my brother and you got him to talking, he would have his share of fish stories to tell – all of them true.  When it came to fishing and fish stories, my brother was never one to tell a tall tale.
As for me – well, it’s difficult now as I look back over the years – to separate fact from fiction.  Whatever I say these days may or may not have happened exactly as I remembered it

but something of the truth manages to come through.
This is one such story.  I always used to marvel at how my dad would walk along the shoreline to various fishing spots that he favored.  Once he felt satisfied that he had found the right spot he would open and rest a section of the net over his shoulder, squat low to the ground, and look into the water.  He never told us what he was looking for, what he saw, and what made him to decide to throw the net when he did.  

Our responsibilities were clear.  We were there to accompany dad and to do whatever he told us to do.  If he determined that he needed one of the other nets we had brought along, he would ask for it and we would slouch low to the ground and quickly bring it to him.
Once dad threw the net it was our job to pick it up.  Dad would always remind us, “Pick ‘em up, heh?  No pull ‘em, no yank ‘em, bombai you going broke the net and make big puka and I going have to patch ‘em.”
“Easy for you to say,” I would find myself thinking as my brother and I slid clumsily over smooth boulders made slippery with limu or when we found ourselves stepping along a rocky shoreline with a‘a, jagged lava rock filled with pockets of wana or spiny sea urchins.  
If we stepped on the sea urchin, the tabi we wore on our feet would provide some protection.  But there was not much we could do if our legs or hands brushed up against their prickly needles.
No matter how often dad would remind us about picking up the net, I wasn’t always certain that we could avoid causing any damage to the net no matter what we did, especially when we found ourselves caught in the ebb and flow of a tidal surge, dodging sea urchins and struggling to find sure footing.  But as exasperating as it was for me I resisted the temptation to blurt out, “Geez, dad, you not the one in here picking up the net.”

There was a time when I thought dad gave us that job because it was part of our training.  One day my brother said to me, "You know why dad make us pick up the net?"

I looked at my brother a bit puzzled.  Surely he would be the first to know it was part of our training.  "You ever notice daddy?  Sometimes he go in the water but usually not."  With a smile he said, "Daddy no can swim."

But even if dad couldn't swim, I had come to realize there was so much more going on before we even jumped in to pick up the net he had flung so effortlessly off his shoulder into the surging sea.  I came to understand why it was important for him to squat low to the ground and to look for the fish.  I also came to understand how important it was for my brother and me to squat low to the ground lest either one of us ended up casting a shadow that would frighten the fish away.

We learned that lesson the hard way more than a few times whenever a well meaning visitor to our island would see us from a distance, walk up to us and ask in a loud voice, “What is it that you’re looking for?”

To which our exasperated dad would respond as the fish darted off in different directions heading into deep water, “Well right now, not much.”  Dad was always very patient and gracious about it all.

I came to understand that whenever he squatted he wasn’t taking a break from being out in the hot sun.  Instead, he was watching for the shimmer of light that would bounce off a school of fish as they fed on the limu or seaweed near the shoreline.  He was watching the tidal surge to determine when it was best to cast his net.  
He didn’t say much but as we watched and observed him and did whatever he told us to do, we knew the result would be that we would return home with a day’s catch.  So in time we came to obey him and to trust him, in part, because we were aware of our own inadequacies but because we also knew that the day’s catch was not meant to be the end result of a day of recreation.  It was meant to put food on the table.
Obedience and trust.  

That is what comes through in our reading from The Gospel According to Luke.  The fishing community of the coastal region of the Sea of Galilee is the setting in which our reading takes place.
It is here in a fishing village that Jesus provides us with a model for the way in which he called Simon and others to follow him.  Jesus did not call Simon to the synagogue.  Instead he went to Simon in the midst of his daily work of fishing and spoke to the people from Simon’s boat.

In our reading we learn that Simon was having no success in his fishing.  Whatever nets he had set in the night, with the help of James and John, came up empty the next morning.  When Jesus told him to let down their nets again, Simon knew the nets were for nighttime fishing, not for daytime fishing.  Simon knew it was necessary to use different nets for different fish.

So he had no reason to obey Jesus’ words to try again.  But Simon did and that is Luke’s point.  No matter what Simon’s prior experience in fishing may have been, by obeying Jesus he becomes aware of his own inadequacies and so he confesses to Jesus, “I am a sinful man” (Luke 5:8).

But what was Simon’s sin?  There is no clear answer in the text.  Some say it was the sin of trying to escape Jesus’ call to be fishers of people that made him feel inadequate. Others have said it was the sin of not trusting Jesus’ word that there would be a catch.
Whatever Simon’s sin may have been it is clear that Jesus did not go away.  It is also clear that God called Simon regardless of his sin.  Jesus stayed and called Simon to the task of fishing for people; and he told him to “not be afraid” (Luke 5:10).  

Why not be afraid?  For Simon as well as for James and John there is the reassurance that God’s steadfast love and faithfulness will endure and that God will preserve them in the midst of trouble and fulfill God’s purpose in the ones who are called (Psalm 138:2, 7, 8).

In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians we find Paul’s words of reassurance:  “By the grace of God I am what I am, and God’s grace toward me has not been in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:10).  Paul had every reason to be anxious about his call.  Simon may have indeed felt inadequate.
But Jesus does not call people who say, “Look, Jesus, I’m just the right person for the task.  I’ve got what it takes.”   Instead, he calls those like Paul and Simon who are willing to obey and to trust.

Obedience and trust.
But such obedience was not blind.  We know that Jesus made his home in Capernaum, a fishing village on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee.  It is very likely that Simon as well as James and John already knew Jesus and that Jesus knew them.  Somehow they trusted him and that may account for why it seems they were so willing to leave their work and family without hesitation and to follow him. 

Long ago it was the prophet Isaiah who wrote:  “Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’  And I said, ‘Here am I; send me!’” (Isaiah 6:8)

It was beside a fishing village near the sea centuries later that Jesus called to Simon, James, and John and others to follow him.  He offered them words of comfort, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people” (Luke 5:10).  

In time they would go forth to share the good news of God's steadfast love and faithfulness that they had come to experience in their relationship with Jesus.  Perhaps in the same way they were able to draw fish into their nets so it was that they were able to draw people into the embrace of God’s love.  As we gather this day to share the bread and the cup, may we be renewed and strengthened to go forth from this place to share that same good news and to draw others into that same embrace.  Amen.
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