
 
  
 
 Many of you will remember a few weeks ago hearing Luke’s story of Jesus when 
he was twelve years old and putting a scare into his parents when they discover he’s not 
with his traveling village – as you heard Linzi preach it – but unexpectedly still back in 
Jerusalem, in the Temple. He’s listening to the temple leaders and asking questions. they 
are amazed at his knowledge, and his upset mother is left once again treasuring these 
things in her heart.  
 
 Quite a bit has happened in Luke since then – Jesus’ baptism in the wilderness, is, 
as Mary Sellers reminded us, a sign that we are beloved before we accomplish anything, 
that grace precedes our doing or earning, that it is this grace that prompts us to go out into 
the world and love others, knowing they too are beloved of God.  
 
 Jesus goes from his baptism to the wilderness, where he is tempted by Satan to 
trade this identity found in baptismal water for an identity located elsewhere – in power, 
in spectacle, in self-centered pursuits. Rejected each of these temptations, Jesus goes to 
his home synagogue in Nazareth to preach his first sermon. At first the people are amazed 
at his words, but when the sermon turns to the suggestion that God might be at work in 
ways they cannot imagine, that God works through gentiles, outsiders, to accomplish 
God’s purposes, the crowd pushes him to the edge of a cliff, intending to throw him over. 
 
 By the time we get to chapter five, this much has been established. The song that 
Mary sang when she visited her cousin Elizabeth, which Anne preached back in Advent, 
while Jesus was still in her womb, about the mighty being brought low, and the lowly 
lifted up, and the ways this baby heralds the turning of the world is still echoing. And 
people, lots of them, are hearing the tune, and daring to imagine a new day. 
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 All these moments in the story of Jesus’ early life and ministry that we’ve heard 
proclaimed in many voices, point us toward this moment in Luke, which seems to drop 
into the narrative out of nowhere, with no transition. Jesus is suddenly on the shore of the 
lake of Gennesaret, which is what Luke calls the Sea of Galilee, and soon what has been 
a solo ministry will be joined by others. 
 
 The first thing Luke wants us to notice is the crowd. It is a palpable thing, the 
people drawing closer and closer to Jesus, straining to hear what he is saying. I’m sure it 
is not intentional, but they press in on him so much, soon Jesus will be in the water of the 
Sea of Galilee. That’s when Jesus sees Simon, washing his fishing nets. Simon’s had a 
back-breaking night fishing with no luck, as we will learn, and apparently had not noticed 
Jesus, or didn’t have the time or energy to pay him any attention, and was continuing his 
work as he taught.  
 
 So, Jesus invites himself into Simon’s boat, asks him to push out, sits down, and 
the service begins. The bow of a sailing ship would come to be called a pulpit in later 
history, and the church would imagine itself as a ship at sea, with Jesus at the head, his 
word guiding it through the often stormy seas, calling out, ever anew, “peace, be still.” 
 
 Luke does not tell us what words Jesus spoke there, or for how long. He lets the 
location itself, and the people present, tell the story. But we know enough about his 
teachings to speculate that he was teaching about the nearness of the kingdom of God and 
all that nearness means. It means those who are excluded now have a place at the table – 
women, children, the poor, the sick, the persecuted, the sinner. It means that God’s grace, 
God’s favor, is poured out, unearned, on all who recognize their need for it. It means that 
God is at work not just in the center of power in Jerusalem and Rome, but in places like 
the shore of the lake of Gennesaret, among those with rough hands and sore backs, who 
are also important in God’s eyes, who are also called. 
 
 Simon Peter is listening, in the boat with Jesus. He sees the back of Jesus’ head, 
and the crowd beyond him. What does he hear in the voice of Jesus? What does he see in 
the eyes, the longing faces, of the crowd?  
 

Jesus asks Simon to put out into deep water for a catch. Simon is a professional 
fisherman who has just spent the long night fishing and come up with nothing. Simon 



knows perhaps better than anyone the limitations of the sea. If the fish weren’t there in 
the dark of night, there’s no way they will be there in the light of day.  

He is brash enough to say so. But then…a pause. “But if you say…”  

It is there, in that brief exchange, that we see Simon’s faith. James Martin writes, 
“For those who wonder why Jesus would have chosen the hard-headed, impetuous 
Simon…here is an early indication: “You want me to try again? In the same boat we were 
just fishing from? If you say so, Jesus?”  

When he does, there are more fish than his boat can hold, so many fish that he 
knows right away this is not about the fish, but the one whose word he trusted enough to 
try again. He tries to push Jesus away, but the die is cast. He is called to be a bearer of the 
abundance he has witnessed here, to have his life shaped in the pattern of Jesus. 

Christ’s voice still echoes from the lake shore. In each generation, the church is 
called to listen to him, to listen to the distinctive ways he speaks. In our world right now, 
there are many voices that threaten to drown out the one most needful. But the crowds 
still gather, hungry to hear from the one who leads the ship of the church through the 
stormy seas, crying out for the forgiveness he offers, for a place at the table of grace, for 
a deep and authentic love, for life, abundant and free. 

These are the deep waters to which Christ calls us. Not a shallow faith, but a faith 
that is willing to ask hard questions, go to unknown places, and cast its net among people 
we may not know. Not a fearful faith, content to stay on the shore, proclaiming itself too 
tired to care, too weak to lift its voice, too diminished to be generous. Not a cynical faith, 
proclaiming it’s all been tried before, there’s no use, we’ve been fishing all night, the 
world doesn’t care about and is not capable of walking the way of reconciliation, peace, 
hope, and justice.  

What we see mirrored here today is a faith that says, yes, sometimes it is tempting 
to stay in the shallow end, the safe waters, among our own people; yes, sometimes we are 
scared and tired and weak, and feel we don’t have the energy; yes, sometimes the world 
tempts us to throw up our hands and declare its no use…but, if you say so, Christ…if you 
say…Because we saw you in the temple, among the awe-struck elders, we saw you rise 
from the waters of baptism and proclaimed beloved, we saw you tempted as we are, yet 



without sin, we saw you proclaimed a dangerous word of welcome to all and get led to a 
cliffside. You have shown us the way, you are the way. So, if you say so… 

 Someone told me once that when they see this church sanctuary from the road, 
they think of “A mighty fortress…” And that’s one way to see it. But, if you turn your 
head just right…In fact, I pray that when people drive by; when our new neighbors look 
out their windows, they will see a ship, not holed up in a defensive posture, but put out 
into the deep water, where the world longs for the word proclaimed by the Head of this 
church, guiding us on – “Do not be afraid, from now on you will be catching people.” 
 
 May we all, may the world, make our faithful response…”If you say so, Lord, if 
you say.” 
  


