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Luke 5:1-11 
1Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowd was pressing 
in on him to hear the word of God, 2he saw two boats there at the shore of the lake; the 
fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. 3He got into one of the 
boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little way from the shore. 
Then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat. 4When he had finished speaking, 
he said to Simon, "Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch." 5Simon 
answered, "Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing. Yet if you say 
so, I will let down the nets." 6When they had done this, they caught so many fish that 
their nets were beginning to break. 7So they signaled their partners in the other boat to 
come and help them. And they came and filled both boats, so that they began to 
sink. 8But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, "Go away from 
me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!" 9For he and all who were with him were amazed at the 
catch of fish that they had taken; 10and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who 
were partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, "Do not be afraid; from now on you 
will be catching people." 11When they had brought their boats to shore, they left 
everything and followed him. 
 
 
A few years ago, my friend MaryAnn McKibben Dana wrote an article in the Christian 
Century1 about not feeling good enough.  She’d spent a Saturday cleaning out the garage 
only to have it filled by cardboard boxes again the next day when they tried to clean out 
the attic.  She knew it wasn’t a rational response, they were just boxes after all, but as the 
garage filled up and her work disappeared, she couldn’t silence the voice in her head, 

  You call yourself a competent adult? Look at this stuff you haven’t 
dealt with for years! You will never conquer the chaos and clutter in your 
life. There will always be more—more than you can ever handle.  
 I realized that keeping up with the Joneses can take many forms. 
Some people are lured by the Joneses’ shiny new toys, or the Jones 
children’s impeccable manners and shelf full of trophies. 
 My trigger is competence. I often feel like there’s this body of 
knowledge about adulthood that I somehow missed. Our dishwasher 
recently started leaking and it turns out we needed to clean the seal from 

                                                 
1 MaryAnn McKibben Dana, “Failure to Adult,” The Christian Century, April 23, 2015 
https://www.christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2015-04/failure-adult 
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time to time. Where in the heck were we supposed to pick up this 
information? 

 
 
I suspect that there are a few people out there who don’t suffer from feeling not good 
enough or less than or inadequate, but I don’t know many of them. 
 
It’s how I feel when I hear most of the passages where Jesus calls his disciples.  They 
usually follow   pretty basic pattern.  Jesus meets them.  Jesus calls them.  They set 
everything aside and just…  go. 
It’s what you are supposed to do.   
 
But… would I?  Would I, moments after meeting someone just drop everything and 
everyone in my life to follow them? 
 
I feel inadequate, because the meme I related most to this week on the internet was the 
one posted by Glennon Doyle and and others that said, “People who say ‘go big or go 
home’ seriously underestimate my willingness to go home.”2 
 
And so one of the things I love about today’s passage it that it isn’t like the others. Jesus is 
clearly in relationship with these disciples before he calls them.  They get to see him 
work, to hear him preach, and it is then that they go. 
 
They.  Simon Peter, James, and John. 
 
Jesus appears in this passage after extensive healings and teachings and the response has 
been mixed.  He’s tried to move on but the crowds are reluctant to let him go. 
 
 The crowds are at the side of the lake.  They’ve pressed Jesus to where he has no where 
left to go but out into, or onto, the lake.   
 
The fisherman are there- fisherman he is likely acquainted with as we have been told in 
the previous chapter that he healed Simon’s mother-in-law. 
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The fisherman are there, but they are not there to listen.3  They are there working.  They 
are doing the hard work of cleaning, repairing their nets.  Fishing is not something they’re 
doing for fun, it’s their livelihood.  And as we are told, they’ve spent the whole night 
fishing only to catch nothing.  They are likely tired.  Worried.  Discouraged.  
 
And they still have to clean and repair their nets, even though they have nothing to show 
for their night’s work. 
 
But when Jesus asks Simon to put him out in the boat so he can teach, Simon does so. 
 
It’s not the point of the story, but it’s worth noting that the way Luke frames this story, 
Jesus teaching on a boat on a lake immediately after teaching in the Synagogue is making 
a point about what places are holy, about God not being restricted to buildings or history. 
 
Jesus teaches, and then after he teaches, he tells the disciples to put out into the deep 
water, to catch fish. 
 
It’s a remarkable act of obedience that they do. 
 
They have been working all night.  They have cleaned and tended to their nets.  Putting 
their nets back in the water would eliminate all of their work.  And they had already gone 
fishing.  Trying to catch fish.  But the fish weren’t there. 
 
What Jesus does hear, the son of the carpenter telling the fishermen how to fish, it would 
be like me telling Dr. Meadows how to make a crown.  Or Jen Runyon what beer should 
be stocked in what store.  Or Doug Bicksler how to interpret the new tax laws. Or Lynne 
Brody about what flowers should be planted.  Or Richard Franke how to make Ben-Ellen’s 
famous donuts. 
 
There is no reason for the fishermen to do it, but they are already becoming followers of 
Jesus.  The one with whom all things are possible. 
 
And so, they do. Simon says, most accurately, “at your word,” or “upon your word,” they 
put their nets in the water and pull up so many fish their nets threaten to break.   The 
nets that are their livelihood. 
 
So they call the other boat to come out and help them.   
 

                                                 
3 For interpreting this passage I have relied on several sources: 
D. Mark Davis at http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/a-boatload-of-fish.html 
Ellen Crawford True from her paper written for the lectionary study group The Well, Birmingham, 2016. 
R. Alan Culpepper, Luke, New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, vol. IX (Nashville: Abingdon, 1995), 
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That’s not a little thing, because it means they will need to share the surplus with the 
other boat-  with people who had put their nets away.  Who hadn’t risked everything to 
go out into the deep water after a full night’s work. 
 
But call the other boat they do, and there are so many fish both boats risk being 
overturned with the catch. 
 
It is here when Simon Peter looks around, and begins to grasp the enormity of what has 
happened.  Why some people call this an epiphany text.  Because he doesn’t suddenly 
think that he is a genius fisherman.  He doesn’t start to plan what to do with this catch. 
 
Instead Simon Peter looks around becomes aware whose presence he is in.  And his 
immediate response is to be aware of how much distance there is between himself and 
Jesus.  That he is not worthy.  That he is not holy.  That this is so much bigger than him. 
 
Simon Peter’s not the only one who is aware of it.  The text tells us that amazement was 
all around them.  
 
But Simon Peter is the one who proclaims himself a sinner. 
 
Interestingly, while Simon Peter is, as we all are, a sinner, Jesus doesn’t tell him to repent.  
Jesus doesn’t tell him to renounce his past ways. 
 
Jesus tells him to not be afraid. 
 
Do not be afraid. 
 
And it is then that Simon and James and John bring the boats ashore, leave everything 
and follow Jesus.   
 
They leave the fish they have just risked their lives to catch. 
They leave the nets they have so carefully tended. 
They leave it all, to follow Jesus. 
 
Although at least one commentator finds in the Greek the sense not that they are 
sacrificing, but that in following Jesus, the fishermen Simon, James, and John are being 
released and freed.   
 
Following Jesus is not, of course, a loss. 
 
And I believe it is worth noting, that Jesus calls the disciples as they are.  It’s not that they 
have been identified or researched. 
Nobody has examined their yearbooks.  
 Asked their children. 
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Consulted the merchants with whom they do business. 
 
Jesus calls them. 
 
Jesus is calling, has called, will call, you.   
You.  Where you are.  Who you are.  As you are. 
 
 And there’s still the matter of the fish.  Because what does Jesus tell the new disciples?  
That they will be catchers of people. 
 
And what kind of catch have the disciples just experienced?  A catch that is larger than 
their imagining.  It is an abundant catch that ultimately, probably went to the workers on 
the boats as a gift, a blessing, a declaration of jubilee. 
 
And where was that catch?  It was out in the deep water.  Not where they were, but where 
they were called to go. 
 
The call of God changes all of us.  As the saying goes, 
“God loves us just the way we are –  
and too much to let us stay that way.” 
 
A few weeks ago, one of the United States’ best poets, one of my favorite poets, Mary 
Oliver died.  She wrote eloquently about life, about fear, about hope. 
 
And one of her most famous poems is, I believe, a wonderful partner to today’s text 
 

The Summer Day 
Who made the world? 
Who made the swan, and the black bear? 
Who made the grasshopper? 
This grasshopper, I mean- 
the one who has flung herself out of the grass, 
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, 
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down- 
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes. 
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face. 
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away. 
I don't know exactly what a prayer is. 
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 
which is what I have been doing all day. 
Tell me, what else should I have done? 
Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 
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Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life? 

 
Today’s passage is one of those glorious passages that is start to finish good news.   
 
A reminder that no matter where you are, what’s going on in your life.  Not matter how 
worthy you feel or how busy you are or how hard you are working or how tired you might 
be. 
 
No matter if you are sure of God’s presence or if you have real, serious doubts.   
 
No matter if you woke up with a song on your lips or a sigh at what was ahead. 
 
You are called.  Where you are.  Who you are.  To be a catcher of people.   
 
And sometimes to be the one who is caught up in the nets, the love of Jesus. 
 
Not out of the blue, but by the God you have seen, the God who painted the sky blue, the 
God who is here in our midst. 
 
 
To trust in God’s word, that the nets are waiting to be filled. 
 
And when we do, it is freedom.  It is release.  It is hope.  It is redemption. 
 
It is Good News. 
 
It is your wild and precious life. 
 
So let’s proceed accordingly. 
 
Amen! 


