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Many of us have our favorite fishing stories
that have been told again and again.  My
favorite story is about the biggest fish I ever
caught.  It was so big I had a hard time landing it
so I had my friend take a picture of it and the

photograph was
so heavy I
couldn’ t lift it.

Today’s
gospel reading
is a fishing
story—and not a
tall tale----about
Simon Peter. 

Simon Peter was a commercial fisherman on the
Sea of Galilee. It’s a big lake, thirteen miles
long and eight miles wide.  Peter was in a
fishing partnership with his brother, Andrew,
and his good friends, James and John.  They
weren’ t sports fisherman with rods and reels. 
They fished with nets.  There were probably
seigners or gill netters, both of which are very
hard work. 
They fished in
the darkness of
night so that
the fish
couldn’ t see
the nets.  In the
morning they
would haul in
the nets and
take the fish ashore, salt them, and bring them to
town to sell in the local market.

Jesus spent much of his adulthood in the
fishing village of Capernaum and Peter was
from the fishing village of Bethsaida, both on
the shores of the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus used
fishing images to teach about the Kingdom of
God so that people who understood fishing
would get the point.

On this particular day Jesus saw two boats
on the shore of the lake.  The fishermen had
gone out of them and
were washing and
mending their nets.
He got into one of the
boats 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.  

When he had
finished speaking, Jesus instructed Simon
saying, “Put out into the deep water and let
down your nets for a catch.”   We know
intuitively that Jesus was interested in
something more than simply catching fish.  But
Simon Peter protested,  “Master, we have
worked all night long but have caught nothing.
But if you say so, I will let down the nets.”  
Simon Peter was the professional fisherman;
Jesus was not. Simon knew that netting fish in
daylight was not a good idea, but just the same
Simon addressed Jesus as “master.”    Simon
Peter would do whatever Jesus asked him to do
because,  already, Peter©s heart had been caught
by the love and spiritual authority of Jesus.

And when they let their nets down into the
water, to their surprise, they caught so many fish
that their nets were beginning to break. So they
signaled their partners in the other boat to come
and help them. And they came and filled both
boats so full that the water was sloshing up over
the gunnels. 

To say that Peter was surprised would be an
understatement. He was more than surprised, he
was humbled, as one who suddenly realized he
was in the presence of holiness.  He fell on his
knees and told Jesus, “Get away from me, Lord. 
I am a sinful man!”   It was as if Peter couldn’ t
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handle being
in the
presence of
holiness,
regarding
himself as
unworthy. 
But Jesus did
not come into

this world to shun unholy people.  In fact,
unholy people were those he came to save.   He
befriended them.  Jesus loved them.  He did not
shun them but accepted them.  And more than
that, he even called unholy people like Simon
Peter into partnership, as those who would not
only be his followers but also his ambassadors. 
Which is why, when they came ashore, Jesus
declared to Simon Peter, “There’s nothing to
fear.  From now on you’ re going to be fishing
for people.”   Fishing for people.

Lost people, found people, young people,
old people, rich people, poor people, famous
people, ignored people.  Never has anyone in

human history
displayed a
greater
preoccupation
with people than
Jesus Christ. 
“You’ re going to
be fishers of
people.”   said
Jesus.  “No

longer will your lives just revolve around
fishing for fish.  From now on you’ re going to
fish for people.”  

From day one he tried to convince others of
the importance of people but it wasn’ t an easy
sell.  His disciples would put something else in
front of the value of people—their schedule,
their popularity, money, comfort, convenience,
whatever.  Time and again he would have to
remind them,  “ I’m telling you again, it’s about
people.  It’s about loving people, it’s about

restoring people, it’s about serving people, it’s
about redirecting people, it’s about empowering
people.”   That’s what fishing for people is all
about.  

Jesus modeled and taught this priority
throughout his entire ministry.  Even on the
most difficult day of his life, when he was
experiencing emotional and physical torture,
when he was preparing to pay for the sins of the
world, when the soldiers were stripping him of
the clothes and pounding nails through his
hands,  Jesus said of the guys with the hammers
in their hands, “Father, forgive these people,
they have no idea what they’ re doing.”   Later on
from the cross, he had his mother on his mind. 
He asked John to take care of her.  Just before
he gasped for his last breath, that thief hanging
from the cross next to his, was on his mind.  He
said to him, “Today you will be with me in
paradise.”  

Fishing for people was his top priority
because he knew The Father’s heart better than
anyone else ever had.  Every time that Jesus
sensed others were putting a higher value on
something other than people, he would step in
and say, “You obviously don’ t know my father
very well because, if you knew this person
deeply, you would value them a lot more than
you are.

One time the Pharisees came across Jesus
interacting and socializing with a group of
irreligious people.  The Pharisees started
pointing their fingers complaining that Jesus
was putting inappropriate value on hell-bound
pagans.  “Why waste your time with the likes of
this riffraff?”  they asked.  Do you remember
Jesus response?  He said, “With all your
learning and all your degrees, you don’ t have a
clue about the Father’s heart.   You don’ t even
know what the Father feels about these people.”   

Then he told three of the most unforgettable
stories in all of scripture.  The lost sheep, the
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lost coin, and the lost son.  And Jesus deftly
drove home to the Pharisees that nothing in this
world, nothing matters as much to the Father
than reclaiming even just one wandering soul.   

Do you remember the time you caught your
biggest fish?  You were ecstatic.  So, also, said
Jesus, the Father’s heart explodes with joy over
every single human reclamation.  That’s the
value God puts on people.  

Wherever Jesus went he was fishing for
people.  Whomever he met, despite age, race,
gender, difference in social standing, moral
failings, Jesus extended a kind of irrational
acceptance toward people.   “Come as you are. 
The door of the Kingdom is wide open to you. 
Yes, even you.  There’s  hope and grace to be
found here, come on in.”    No one in human
history has had arms as wide as his.  It came
from an intimate knowledge of the Father’s
heart, a heart that’s as wide as the heavens.  

Jesus had that kind of heart.  He had an
uncanny ability to look past the obvious flaws
and limits in people’s lives and envision who
they could become if the power of God were
released in their lives.  And then he would set
about to draw out that potential.  Who else could
have seen the great apostles and founders of the
church hidden inside of three smelly fishermen
like Simon Peter, his brother Andrew and their
friends James and John? 

Jesus never got bogged down in all the
sinful muck in people’s lives.  He could look
past the muck into their potential.   His mantra
was “All things are possible with this man, with
this woman.  All things are possible with this
child.  He had irrepressible optimism about
people.  The old can become new.  The fallen
can be restored.  The wanderers can come home. 
The weak can be made strong.  The lost can be
found.  So Jesus just kept fishing for people,
believing in the power of God to transform a
human life.

And today, Jesus calls you and me once
more in today’s gospel reading, calls us to join
him in fishing for people just like he did.   It’s
one of the most fundamental aspects of God’s
plan and purpose for you and me, for his church. 
God’s design is for every Christ-follower is to
be fishers of people.  You and I, this church, are
called to think and speak and behave as Christ
would think and speak and behave, as if he were
living inside our body.  You and I are called to
be the body, the heart, the hands of feet of Christ
in this world.

What does that mean?  First of all it means
that, like Jesus, you and I must come to know
the Father’s heart, come to know it so fully and
deeply that you and I would live with the same
kind of radical inclusiveness that  Jesus
demonstrated.  Imagine for a moment what that
might look like in our congregation, in this
church.   

Imagine yourself walking through your daily
routine praying, “Father, is there any assignment
you want to give me?  Do you want me to say
something to this person?  Do you want me to
serve this person?  Pray for this person?  What
do you want me to do?”

Do you so share the Father’s heart that you
walk through your week looking past the end of
your own nose to the people around you.  Are
you a radically inclusive fisher of people, like
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Jesus, with arms open wide to any and all?  

Some time ago I read a survey indicating
that the average Lutheran invites someone to
church once every 23 years.  The Bible teaches
us the exact opposite.  The scripture teaches us
to look at a perfect stranger and see in that
person one for whom Christ died.  That is a
person whom Jesus desires to bring into his
family for all eternity. 

My brothers and sisters, we are fishers of
people, we are in the people business.  Are your
arms and the arms of English Lutheran Church
open wider and wider and wider?  Because if
that’s happening, then this church is working the
way God would have it work.   We had twenty-
five people from this congregation on retreat the
last two days praying and talking about where
God is leading this congregation over the next
ten years.  

What is your vision for the future of English
Lutheran Church?  Is it more and more people
with transformed lives:  far-from-God-people
getting found and coming home, lonely and
confused people leaving isolation and coming
into community; bored people finding a purpose
in their life; people who need Christ coming into
a relationship with him?

If English Lutheran Church works the ways
God works, then this congregation is going to be
in the people business, fishing for people, a
radically inclusive congregation with it’s arms
wide open to all.  My prayer for this
congregation is that you will never lose that
Spirit-directed concern for people. 

Let’s pray.

Holy Spirit, we are available for you to
poke, to nudge, and to inspire regarding the 
urgency of fishing for people, reaching out to
the people in our lives.  Do not allow us to be
lulled into a sense of complacency.  Help us to
make this a priority, to share your incredible
love with all those around us.  Reorder our lives,
Lord.  Help us, like Jesus, to see the Kingdom
potential in the people around us.  Help us, like
Jesus to look past the muck and the junk in the
lives of others, to see the possibilities of what
might happen if your power is released in them. 
Bless this congregation of your church, that
faithful to your calling, we might be ardent,
zealous, passionate fishers of people, for it is in
the name of Christ we pray.  Amen


