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Today, we hear the story of the Jesus' encounter with Simon Peter, James, and John, who will be 
among Jesus' first disciples. It's a story of how Jesus continues to reveal the coming of the kingdom or 
reign of God and begins his relationship with the man who will be his most prominent disciple. And it's 
a call to us to take our place in this story, as we continue the work of illuminating the arrival of God's 
reign. 
 
Each of the Gospels tells a version of the call of the first disciples. As is often true, John's is very 
different from the other three. Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell similar (though not identical) stories. All 
involve the Sea of Galilee (which Luke consistently calls the sea of Gennesaret) and men who are 
fishermen by trade. There is one big element that is unique to Luke's telling. And that is the big catch of 
fish. And after we explore today's story, that's where I want to focus our attention.  
 
When Jesus meets Simon Peter, James, and John they are on the shore of Lake Gennesaret cleaning 
their nets. What this seemingly mundane fact would have meant to anyone familiar with fishing culture 
in the first century, is that the men had had a bad night on the water. Few or no fish caught.  
Then, Jesus asks them to take him out a short way from shore, sits in the boat, and begins to teach the 
crowd. What does this tell us? Rabbis sat to teach, so Jesus is, without words, living into the role of 
rabbi/teacher.  
 
Sometime later, he tells Simon to take him out into deep water and put down his nets.  
Luke doesn't tell us about Simon's thought process. Simon manages a restrained, "Master, we have 
worked all night long, but we have caught nothing." I imagine that he’s thinking: We've already fished 
all night and night is the time for fishing. What does a rabbi know about fishing? So many things about 
Jesus' command made no sense. Yet..., says Simon Peter. Did he have an inkling? Was he just placating 
this strange rabbi who taught from a fishing boat? "Yet, if you say so, I will let down the nets." 
 
And what happens? Fish! So many fish! Nets nearly bursting. Boats nearly sinking. And Peter, who'd 
first used the word Master (meaning superintendent or boss) to address Jesus falls to his knees and 
calls him Lord. It's the first time this title, meaning one with absolute ownership rights, will be used for 
Jesus in Luke's gospel.  
 
Historically, this passage has had a very literal interpretation.  
One that has been helped along by Jesus' words to Simon Peter about catching people. This historic 
interpretation is all about evangelism. And anyone who knows me knows that I believe evangelism is 
essential. But this passage is much more nuanced. It's nuanced because of one of the realities of 
Roman occupation. And it's nuanced by how it connects to a strong strand of biblical tradition. 
 
Let's tackle Rome first, because it's simpler. The emperor claimed ownership of every fish in the Sea of 
Gennesaret. Everyone. The fisherman had to pay Rome for the fish they caught.  
In this action of causing a catch of superabundant fish, Jesus conveys a clear message. The emperor 
might claim to own the fish, but they listen to Jesus. He has the power to move them into nets. The 
emperor's power can't match Jesus' power.  
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So, what about the biblical tradition? In the bible, abundant food, coming at a time when people were 
hungry, is always a clear sign of the approaching reign or kingdom of God. And for the people living at 
the time of the stories found in the bible, food was scarce more often than it was not. For example, 
scientists now believe that the average person living at the time of Jesus was chronically malnourished.  
 
Can you imagine what that abundant catch of fish would have meant for all those hungry people? Can 
you imagine what the income (even if some of it goes to Rome) would have meant for Simon Peter, 
James, John, their families, and their employees? Listen to how this superabundant fish story sits 
alongside other stories of superabundant food in scripture. 
 
It's clear. God supplies food in times of need. There's mana and quails given to the Israelites wandering 
in the wilderness in Exodus 16.  
 
1 Kings 17 tells the story of Elijah's visit the widow of Zarepheth during a famine. She's preparing to 
cook the last of her food, and then she and her son will die of starvation. She shares what little she has 
with Elijah, and then the jars of oil and meal stay full until the famine is over.  
Elisha does something similar with miraculous oil and a widow in 2 Kings 4:1-7. Later in the same 
chapter he feeds 100 men with 20 loaves of barley and a few grains. Much like another miraculous 
feeding, Jesus' feeding of the 5000, everyone ate and there was food left over. 
 
Abundant food is also a sign of the arrival of the reign or kingdom of God. In Isaiah 25, Isaiah describes 
what the reign of God will look like. God's reign is a feast for all people. A feast of rich food and of well-
aged wine strained clear.  
 
And in Revelation 22, the tree of life will produce "12 kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month, and 
the leaves of the tree will be for the healing of the nations."  
 
Perhaps the most abundant of all comes from the book of Baruch. It's a text found in the Apocrypha (a 
collection of books written just before, during and after the life of Jesus and not part of the official 
canon of scripture but still seen as having authority). Baruch says the new earth "will also yield fruits 
ten-thousand fold. One vine will be 1000 branches, and one branch will produce 1000 clusters, and one 
cluster will produce 1000 grapes." That's a lot of grapes!  
 
The bible is clear - abundant food is a sign of God's coming reign or kingdom. If we understand the 
context, it's impossible to miss.  
 
Of course, the big question for us is: So what?  
We can't take a few loaves and fish and feed 5000 people or command the fish to jump into a fisher's 
net? Or can we?  
 
I'm still amazed at what we have been able to accomplish with our two Afghan families. I'll confess that 
when the team asked if we could furnish apartments for two families of four, I thought that was an 
ambitious, and perhaps impossible, goal for our small church. It was my faith that was too small.  
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We've furnished two apartments for two families of SEVEN. And we have enough furniture left over for 
another (smaller) family. At St. Thomas, empty shopping bags become thanksgiving feasts for our 
neighbors and a vacant school space becomes a source of reliable childcare for working families in our 
community.  
 
Imagine what it would have been like for those chronically hungry people to see all those fish. Imagine 
what it must have been like for our new Afghan neighbors. The second family we helped had been 
living in an empty apartment for six weeks, with four school aged children and a 3 year old with a 
disability. And then, a few people from St. Thomas appeared with furniture, kitchen tools, food, and 
love.  
 
Friends, our call is to continue the work of Jesus. It's to make the reign of God visible. In words that 
Jesus used just one chapter earlier in Luke, it's to "bring good news to the poor, proclaim release to the 
captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favor." That's what Jesus does here. And it's what he calls Simon Peter and James and John 
and us to do, as well.  
 
AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


