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Casting Our Nets 
 
My daughter Bethany and son-in-law Matthew live in Roseau, Minnesota which is so far north 
that their backyard is Canada. For weeks now, they’ve been enjoying ice fishing – a process that 
last week involved driving seven miles out on a frozen lake, in blinding snow, in minus 4 degree 
temperatures to sit in a heated shed, with several lines dropped into holes in the ice and 
waiting for fish to bite.  Why anyone would enjoy this is a mystery to me!  But when I visited 
them last June, they were kind enough to ask what I’d like for my birthday dinner and I told 
them I would love some walleye, just panfried in a little butter. Matt was so proud to pull out 
from their freezer, filets that he’d caught just months earlier and I was so impressed!  So, while 
I like to eat fish, it’s obvious that the enjoyment of winter fishing is not something I know much 
about.  
 
But what I do know is that a fish story is supposed to be flattering to the fisherman.  Fisherman 
are supposed to talk about the big one that got away, or about the bait they used to make that 
prized catch.  But our gospel story tells a different kind of fishing story!  This story is about 
veteran fishermen coming up empty after fishing all night – about a carpenter who 
commandeers a boat, preaches a sermon on an unknown topic, and tells the fishermen where 
the fish are.  At the end of the story, after hundreds of pounds of fish are caught, a fisherman, 
Simon, immediately resigns.  He quits fishing to become a full-time disciple.  Why would 
someone do something so surprising as this? 
 
In this 5th Sunday of the season of Epiphany we’re told three stories of unlikely people 
commissioned for service by God:  Isaiah, a man of unclean lips, Paul, a former persecutor of 
the church, and three fisherman who can’t catch a thing.  What’s just as surprising - is the fact 
that we also are called, commissioned and sent! 
 
What happened in the lives of those in each of these three stories?  And could it happen to us? 
 
Isaiah went to worship one day at the temple, probably as was his custom, intending to begin 
the day in prayer and quiet contemplation.  Instead. he has a vision of the immensity of God’s 
presence.  This presence is so great that only the hem, the last few inches of the Lord’s robe fills 
the largest building humans could construct at the time.  Suddenly, Isaiah’s vision enlarges.  He 
sees the throne room of heaven. It’s filled with the smoke of holy offerings.  The singing voices 
of the creatures who surround the throne in worship and praise, these voices are so loud that 
the thresholds of the temple vibrate.  Whatever happened to Isaiah in this vision was so 
incredible that none of us have ever gotten over it!  We remember it every Sunday, singing the 
same praises of the strange creatures called seraphim:  “Holy, holy, holy Lord!  Lord God of 
power and might, heaven and earth are full of your glory!”  
 



There are times when we long for God’s presence in our lives to be real to us, to comfort us, to 
strengthen us.  But stories like these remind us that we can’t domesticate God.  Isaiah is totally 
disoriented by this vision.  He becomes completely undone.  When God becomes fully present 
to him, Isaiah realizes the utter contrast between this holy reality and his own brokenness. In 
fear he confesses: “Woe is me!  I am lost!  I’m a man of unclean lips living among a people also 
unclean…”  But God speaks words of forgiveness, then commissions Isaiah in a new vocation as 
prophet. 
 
Paul remembers the blinding light of truth that knocked him to the ground on the Damascus 
Road.  Confronted with the presence of Jesus who is grieved by his acts of terrorism against the 
church, Paul is devastated. In writing to the Corinthians he seems still surprised to be counted 
among the apostles!  Paul considers himself unfit to be called, and never ceases to be amazed 
by this forgiving grace that commissioned him for service. 
 
In each of these stories of transformation, we see the same pattern - of orientation, 
disorientation, and reorientation.  Paul and Isaiah were oriented in the world, each knowing 
who they were:  Isaiah as a solid Jewish citizen and Paul as ‘defender of the orthodox faith.’  Yet 
each was profoundly disoriented when God’s holy presence was revealed to them.  Moved to 
confess their true condition, they receive with relief the gift of God’s forgiveness.  Reorientation 
comes, when God issues a call and sends them out to serve. 
 
This pattern of orientation, disorientation and reorientation is reflected in our liturgy. We move 
through a pattern of worship, confession, hearing the Word - and being sent. Each Sunday we 
come to worship in God’s house with praise and thanks.  But an experience of God’s presence 
can produce a disorientation as we’re moved to examine ourselves in relationship to God and 
to one another.  We hear and taste the Word, and then we’re sent out, with a new orientation- 
to be church in the world.  
 
Last week we heard the substance of Jesus’ sermon to his rejecting hometown audience in 
Nazareth.  The scriptures following this story tell us that Jesus returned to live in Capernaum, 
traveling out from there to a number of towns in the region to do what he was called to do: 
preach the good news of a loving, liberating God.  These same scriptures describe what he did 
that was unusual.  He cast out demons who recognized him as the Holy One of God.  It’s 
reported to us that “people were astonished at his teaching because he spoke as one with 
authority.” (Luke 4: 37)   He also healed people.  After worship at the synagogue one day, he 
was an invited guest at Peter’s home, where he cured Peter’s mother-in-law of a fever.   
 
As a result, at the time of today’s fishing story, Jesus would have been well known to his 
listeners.  One workday morning, Jesus is backed up by a gathering crowd, right up against the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee, and the people are pressed around him, eager to hear.  Nearby are 
some tired fisherman who’ve been out all night, haven’t caught a thing, and are cleaning their 
nets before going home.  Jesus asks one of them, Simon, if he could use his boat. Voices carry 
well over water, and the people would be able to see and hear Jesus if Simon would just put out 
into the shallows.  Jesus sits down to preach. Since not one word of what he said is recorded, 



we can only wonder.  Was it a message of trust in a promise-keeping God?  Did what happened 
next become the sermon illustration, so vividly remembered by those who saw it? 
 
His teaching time over, Jesus turns to Simon.  And he does for Simon what he does so often for 
us.  He gives Simon an invitation to trust him.  “Go out in the deep water and let down your 
nets.”  Simon chooses to be amused, addressing Jesus respectfully using the word “Epistates” 
or “Teacher.”  According to the most faithful rendering of the Greek text, Simon says, “Teacher, 
we’ve been out all night and caught nothing, but by your word, I’ll let down the nets.”  I love 
that he expresses his doubt, while at the same time he chooses to trust.  Haven’t we all been in 
that same place?   
 
We know what happens next – he nets so many fish that others have to come out and help, and 
both the boats begin to sink from the enormous catch!  (You know that Jesus had to have 
enjoyed watching all this from the shore!)  Simon is so overcome with the significance of this 
dramatic moment that his name changes right there in the middle of the story.  In verse eight 
he’s called ‘Simon Peter.’  Does it dawn on him that he has seen God in the human form of 
Jesus?  He’s utterly disoriented.  In this moment he’s been opened to something far beyond his 
understanding.  He becomes painfully aware of his limitations, his unworthiness.  Like Isaiah 
and Paul, who encounter the living God, Simon’s reaction is fear, pure terror.  He stumbles 
toward Jesus, falling to his knees, now addressing him as “Kurie: Lord!” Eugene Peterson’s 
translation captures the moment well:  “Lord!” he begs, “ I’m a sinner and can’t handle this 
holiness.  Leave me to myself!”   
 
And Jesus says to him, “Don’t be afraid.”  Do not be afraid.  We hear these words often in the 
gospels.  They reassure us, and they reassure Peter.  These words help us and they help Peter 
to hear the next part, which is the invitation to follow Jesus and tell others the Good News.  
“Don’t be afraid,” Jesus says. “From now on you’re going to be fishing for people.”   
 
And just like that, Peter, James and John brought their boats to shore, left the family business 
with Zebedee in charge, and followed Jesus.  People will say that the net full of fish is the 
miracle of the story.  What do you think?  I think that the real miracle of this story is Simon 
realizing that Jesus was the Holy One of God who could be trusted – and he began to live 
immediately into that trusting relationship.  And you know what?  That’s the miracle you and I 
are invited into everyday.  Where in your life is Jesus inviting you to trust him right now? 
 
Where in your life is the deep water that Jesus is sending you once again, to let down your 
nets?  To keep searching for that fulfilling job you long to have… to return to praying for that 
estranged relationship to be healed… to continue investing in a lifestyle of recovery from 
addiction… to persist in learning all you can as a student… to put your weary feet on the floor in 
the morning to care for your young children, your aging spouse or elderly parent?    
 
Trusting Jesus to send you where he wants you to go, will change your life.  It might mean a 
change in vocation.  Or a call from Jesus to be sent into the world might also mean that you and 
I can cast and clean our nets everyday.  We can do this right where we are, as we serve in our 



homes, at school, in the workplace - gladly using the gifts God has given us in nursing, as a 
mechanic, in teaching, as a banker, firefighter or coach.  We can do this as we parent or 
grandparent children, as we volunteer in our community, as we care for neighbors in need, 
trusting Jesus to transform our lives by the Good News of God’s persistent, forgiving love. 
 
I know that each one of you has had an experience of God at work in your life. Maybe you’ve 
had a time when you’ve experienced God’s grace, or a time when God’s people came through 
for you.  It may be that you have a story about a time of suffering when God’ presence made a 
difference, or a passage of scripture God gave you when you most needed to hear it.  This is the 
Good News we can’t help sharing with others who are hungry to hear it – and this, says Jesus, is 
our purpose. 
 
The last thing fishermen expected was to see God revealed in the midst of their working hours.  
But the season of Epiphany reminds us that all of our days hold the possibility of Jesus’ gracious 
presence to overwhelm us, with an invitation to follow him. So, brothers and sisters, let’s not 
be afraid. Let’s go from here, joyfully, knowing even as we are called, commissioned and sent 
into the world to be the church – that Jesus goes with us. Each day, we can trust his voice to 
guide the casting of our nets.  Amen.  
 


