
 
 
 It is commonly called the Sea of Galilee. But it is also referred to in other gospels 
as the Sea of Tiberias, or, as here in Luke, the lake of Gennesaret. Regardless of the 
name, it was at the center of daily life for many in and around Galilee. 

 As the sun began to make its descent, a cooler evening breeze came in, and the 
fishermen knew it was time. A couple of men would stand in the water and push the 
small vessel out into the water; then they would pull themselves up into the boat and row 
out into even deeper waters. Most of them would be out there all night, the time the fish 
were most active.  

It was back-breaking work. The men throw heavy nets out into the water, and then 
drag them back in, unload whatever fish are in it, and then repeat. If fish weren’t coming 
up, they rowed to another spot and tried again. All night this happened, usually with 
dozens of boats from various locations on the sea all vying for the fish that would make 
or break them financially.  

As day begins to break, you can see the fishing boats returning in the gathering 
morning light. Some of them would return happy, and some in dismay, but all returned 
physically exhausted. One final task remains as the sun rises – cleaning the nets and 
mending them in preparation for the next trip.  

I grew up with a romantic view of fishing. My grandparents had a lake house on 
Second Creek in north Alabama. I loved to get a fishing pole – a pole, not a rod and reel – 
dig up worms from the soggy ground close to the bank, put the worms on the hook and 
drop the line into the water. If I caught a fish, I was filled with excitement, only to be told 
it was a “brim,” Alabama-speak for “Bream,” which was a useless fish to catch because 
you couldn’t eat it. But there was something exciting about the catch, and I dreamed of 
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one day catching something more substantial, or, barring that, at least something you 
could eat.  

Alas, the day never came. It is a good thing my livelihood does not depend on 
catching fish. It would be bream - breakfast, lunch, and supper. 

This is the scene Jesus walks up on; fishermen whose livelihood very much 
depends on a good catch of fish. And they have none.  

They are washing their nets, perhaps wondering about the crowd of people 
pressing in on this one man, who by now is standing right at the water’s edge. He is 
speaking to them, and the more he speaks, the closer the crowd presses, so hungry are 
they for these words. Finally, he spots the fishermen and quickly comes over, hops in the 
boat, and asks if they wouldn’t mind pushing out a bit from shore.  

So it is we get this strange scene: Jesus, sitting down in the boat – the traditional 
posture for a teacher – and Simon there right beside him in the boat, listening.  

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 listens to all of this. We are left to wonder what he thought of it all. The 
crowds that press around Jesus are clearly moved by his words. They’ve followed him 
out to the edge of the sea.  

I had a creative writing professor who was fond of saying, “Clichés are clichés for 
a reason. And one cliché you must hear and heed if you are going to be a good writer, 
never mind a great one, is, ‘Show, don’t tell.’ Paint the scene. Don’t write, ‘The sky was 
blue.’ Describe the sky in such a way that I see it.’” 



Jesus, if he was consistent with the picture of him we have in the gospels, has been 
teaching about God’s grace, God’s welcome, God’s love that shatters all our human 
attempts to hate, God’s forgiveness that overcomes all sin.  

He’s been doing a lot of telling. Now, he shows. 

He 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 world 
cries 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.   

When we are tempted to respond to hate with hate, listen for Christ’s voice to put 
out into deeper waters, where reconciling love is still possible. 

When we are pulled in the direction of tribalism – whether of race or economic 
status or political affiliation – listen for Christ’s voice to put out into deeper waters, 
where the table is large and there is room for all in authentic community. 

When we are convinced that God’s love is not for us, that we have sinned too 
profoundly, that God’s grace cannot reach the depth of our depravity, listen for Christ’s 



voice to put out into deeper waters, where there is a wideness in God’s mercy that is 
wider than the sea. 

When we feel too tired to do much more in our faith that skim along the surface, 
when we think we’ve learned or experienced all that God has for us, when we find 
ourselves shutting out people and ideas that do not agree with our own, listen for Christ’s 
voice to put out into deeper waters, where we know that the discoveries of faith and 
growth in the Spirit is a lifelong path.  

I know of no greater need in the 21st century church than to listen for Christ’s 
voice, and, hearing it, to follow in faith. The kingdom has drawn near. God is even now 
turning the world as God intends it in Christ. Let us put out into deep water. Let us 
answer, “If you say, Jesus…if you say…” Amen. 


