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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Fifth Sunday after Epiphany, February 7, 2010
Year C:  Isaiah 6:1-8; Psalm 138; 1Corinthians 15:1-11; Luke 5:1-11


They were fishermen just doing their best to earn a living.  And there they were after a dismal night during which they caught nothing.  While they were there cleaning and repairing their nets, this itinerant and rabbi shows up with a crowd following him, pressing in to hear the word of God.  Then of all things, the rabbi, uninvited, gets into one of the boats and has the owner row out a bit.  Then the rabbi sits and proceeds to preach.

With the sermon over, this rabbi tells Simon, the boat’s owner, to go out a bit further and cast his nets.  Simon tries to be polite explaining to the carpenter’s son, now rabbi, that they (the skilled fishermen) have just come in from a long night and have had no luck fishing this spot – but he goes out into deeper water and casts the nets anyway and the catch is so big that it the nets are on the verge of breaking.  Signaling their partners to come and help we see both boats filled beyond capacity, filled so full that they are about to sink.

Simon, the boat’s captain, who seems awestruck to say the least, falls to his knees and has a moment of intense humility when he asks Rabbi Jesus to go away because he, Simon, is a sinner.  In what is an incredible event, Jesus lets Simon know that he has no need to be awestruck because he’ll be catching people soon.

(
After I got the rental car and was leaving the airport in Florida last weekend, I found myself not awestruck, but dumfounded by what I heard on one of the radio.  The person speaking seemed pretty certain that we are sinners in the hands of an angry God.  Whenever I hear that sort of talk I try not to get too irritated by that sort of negative thinking and talk about God.  And with today’s readings, I find myself trying to figure out – yet again – where that kind of thinking comes from.

In today’s first reading, we heard the prophet Isaiah who writes at a time when the political situation looks pretty grim for Israel because it seems to be pretty certain that Assyria will invade soon.  Today’s portion from the book of the prophet Isaiah talks about his encounter with the Almighty.  Caught up in an awesome experience and trying to relate the un-relatable, Isaiah tells us that he is humbled by the overwhelming experience and he blurts out:  Woe is me!  I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the Eternal One, the God of hosts.

Isaiah gets another surprising experience when one of the angels takes a coal from the altar and touches Isaiah’s lips telling the prophet that his guilt has been lifted and his sin erased.  With that Isaiah hears God say, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” to which the prophet responds, “Here I am, send me!”

Then we have the portion from first letter to the Corinthians which expresses Paul’s dismay about a quarrel that is ongoing among those in the Corinth which just happens to be a congregation that Paul founded.  Paul reminds them that they have been saved – all of them: Christ died for our sins, Christ was buried and Christ was raised on the third day.  Paul goes on to humbly confess that he is a fallible human just like Isaiah and Simon.  He persecuted the early church before having his eyes opened by the grace of God. And, more importantly, he reminds them (and us) that the same grace from God continues to be poured out on all of us.

Because I have listened week after week as we hear the word of God read, and from my own reading and study of the bible, I found myself asking the voice on the radio last weekend, where is this punitive, this punishing and judgmental God?  When Isaiah quickly admits that he is an imperfect, fallible human being, God doesn’t punish Isaiah.  Rather than eradicate Isaiah, the Eternal One arranges a simple cleanup so that Isaiah’s sin is eradicated and his guilt removed.  Through the mercy and grace of God, Paul was forgiven.  OK, we know that Paul had a bit of a jolting experience in his encounter with the Almighty and through that experience Paul gained 20-20 spiritual sight which allowed him to see his mistake and thus reverse his persecution of the followers of Christ and eventually it a let him become an ardent follower of Christ himself.  And we know that Paul went on to be one of the more notable voices to proclaim the Good News of the Christ of God.  Paul’s writings are among the earliest written Christian documents that we draw from to hear and understand the word of God.

And poor Simon (my favorite apostle)!  He and the other fishermen must have been tired and frustrated that morning on the lake shore.  They’d been fishing all night and had caught nothing.  Their work was in vain that night.   If you listen closely, you can hear the fatigue and frustration in Simon’s voice.  Having been in similar, unproductive, and often frustrating situations in our own lives, we can sense and maybe even empathize with that frustration and the sense of failure.  So you can imagine the surprise, maybe the outright shock that Simon feels when this rabbi gets in the boat and asks him to row out.  And we can’t tell if Simon is frustrated or just in a state of resignation when he agrees go out into the deep water and cast the nets as the carpenter’s kid, now rabbi, tells him to do.  

Simon is a fisherman; he fishes to make a living.  He knows his business and he knows that you don’t catch fish in the morning.  But for some reason, after pointing out the failure of the previous night, he rows out to deeper water and he and the crew cast the nets.  And that the catch is enough to nearly sink two boats.

Simon is freaked out, awestruck as he comes to realize that this itinerant, this radical rabbi is indeed a holy man.  In a moment of humility just like Isaiah, Simon confesses that he is an imperfect and fallible human being who is unworthy to be in direct contact with anyone so holy.  Again, no punitive, punishing, vengeful God shows up saying, “You’re right, you are a sinner.  You should be punished.”  Instead we see the Incarnate God hand Simon a revised job description.  The new job description changes the catch of the day from mackerel to human beings.

Jesus doesn’t offer Simon a job with the Inquisition. There is no mention of being part of a jury who will judge and meet out punishment for the transgressions that humans have and continue to commit.  We see the face of God in this Epiphany moment.  And if we open our eyes we see God drawing us in – again; calling us back – again; acting in ways that make no sense to us because they defy our human thinking; they conflict with our belief that mercy and justice are incompatible.  Our human way of thinking defines justice in terms of punishment and revenge.  God meets out justice in terms of rehabilitation.

We have the chance, over and over and over, to see the face of the living God and to experience the love of God.  It is that love of God that the psalmist sings out:



…. you stretch out your hand, and your right hand delivers me.”

The psalmist makes no mention of God reaching out to slap us around or to punish us.   God calls us back, offers us the opportunity to clean up our act, then sends us out with revised job descriptions.  We too are expected to join Simon and to catch people, to invite and bring others in who need to know they too can clean up their acts and know that they too are a child of God who is loved and valued.

(
When Isaiah heard God ask, “Whom shall I send and who will go for us?” he answered, “Here I am, send me!”  Paul saw the light as we say and went from persecutor to preacher.  This morning Jesus speaks to each of us:




Do not be afraid; from now on you’ll be catching people.

As a parish, we have to do our part to catch people so that they can join us on Sunday as we thank God because we know that God’s hand is outstretched to deliver and not to punish us.   Each of us must do our best to greet, welcome, and speak to each and every visitor so that they know they are welcome into our parish family.  And we as individuals are called to go out and catch people.  We don’t have to do anything unpleasant.  Something as simple as offering a helping hand or a kind word may be all that is necessary.  And, yes, you really can invite someone in need of the sort of fellowship we have here to join us on Sunday as we continue our pilgrim journey together.

Whatever we do, Jesus assures us that we don’t have to be afraid as we undertake the work of catching people.

