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Luke 5:1-11 
 
Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowd was pressing in on 
him to hear the word of God, 2 he saw two boats there at the shore of the lake; the fishermen had 
gone out of them and were washing their nets. 3 He got into one of the boats, the one 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. 4 When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep 
water and let down your nets for a catch.” 5 Simon answered, “Master, we have worked all night 
long but have caught nothing. Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.” 6 When they had done 
this, they caught so many fish that their nets were beginning to break. 7 So they signaled their 
partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and filled both boats, so that 
they began to sink. 8 But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go 
away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” 9 For he and all who were with him were amazed at 
the catch of fish that they had taken; 10 and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who 
were partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be 
catching people.” 11 When they had brought their boats to shore, they left everything and 
followed him. 
 
+ + + 
 
Fishermen are traditionally known for their great tales, and the further they get away from a 

fishing expedition the greater their story is exaggerated. There is an unspoken fishermen’s 

algorithm that expands the number of their catch and the sizes of the fishes within their catch, to 

the point where their story is still believable, but unlikely. One thing is obvious from today’s 

passage, Luke was not a fisherman – for today’s tale he used an algorithm which led to an 

unbelievable story: two boats nearly sunken by one net of fish.  C’mon, Luke; the story is bit 

excessive, over-the-top, beyond the realm of possibilities, unimaginable, impossible – all of 

which may actually be the point of the story. 

 

Prayer: 

Gracious God, by the power of the Holy Spirit, quicken our understanding that we may receive 

the testimony of Scripture and believe in the signs that reveal your presence.  We pray in Jesus’ 

name. Amen. 

 

Growing up in the rolling hills of southeastern Ohio, my brother and I would regularly ride our 

bicycles to an abandoned stone quarry to spend an afternoon fishing.  I suppose fishing was an 

inherited interest.  As the story goes, my paternal grandfather would spend nights fishing 

bamboo rods with small bells attached lined up alongside a nearby creek.  When he heard a bell 
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ring he knew a fish was on the line, so he spent the night chasing the sound of bells up and down 

the creek bed.  My maternal grandfather would spend a few weeks every year with his brothers, 

fishing Lake Erie.  I remember the annual excitement of him returning home in his maroon and 

white pickup truck with fish packed coolers from his expedition. It is likely a fish tale of my 

own, but I have these exaggerated memories of being in my grandparent’s mobile home, 

watching my grandfather ceremoniously transferring the newspaper wrapped fish from the cooler 

to the chest freezer, which seemed more like a trophy case.  Fishing was a hobby, a sport, a 

sacred pastime. 

 

For those in our text gathered on the shore of Lake Genneseret, another name of the Sea of 

Galilee, fishing was a way of life and the livelihood of so many.  Most everyone in the region 

was connected to the fishing industry. Those new to fishing would have likely begun fishing 

from the shore and if successful beyond a mere fisherman’s tale, one could eventually obtain a 

boat, which allowed for a broader net.  And if proven successful on a single boat, they could 

recruit a partner who has a boat, together investing in yet a larger net which would then drag 

between the two boats.  These would be the more experienced, the more successful, whose 

fishing vocation rose them toward the middle-class.  These were Peter, James and John who 

partnered together, and were cleaning their nets after a disappointing night of fishing.  

 

They were minding their own business, probably making small talk about the one that got away 

as the crowd slowly gathered in listening to Jesus, that they may hear the word of God.  When 

the crowd itself became crowded Jesus got in Peter’s boat and began teaching from the shallow 

waters, with the shoreline creating a natural amphitheater.  Beyond speaking the word of God, 

Luke does not record specifically what Jesus said to the crowd, but we do know what he said to 

Peter, the professional fisherman, who fished all night and caught nothing: “Put out into the deep 

water and let down your nets for a catch.” Peter had just finished the night shift, the prime time 

to catch fish; just finished cleaning the nets, which was no small task.  And now the carpenter 

tells him to go to the deep and risk losing his net.   

 

It is always safer to remain in the shallow waters, where one’s feet can still touch bottom and 

feel the earth beneath.  There is certainly less risk in the shallow.  This is true in swimming pools 



 3 

and lakes, it is true in relationships as well.  It seems much safer to stay in those shallow places 

where we can each stand by ourselves, with the security of knowing we can stand alone.  But we 

can only stand in the shallow.  And as far as relationships go, it is so much easier to maintain the 

shallow, superficial.  Relationships become risky when they move toward the deep.  When 

simple acknowledgement of another’s presence, and the factual weather-like conversations tread 

toward the deeper waters of sharing inner thoughts and allowing emotions out until finding the 

deepest waters of expressing our needs to another. Deep waters are scary.  Simpler, safter to 

remain in the shallows.  Go to the deep, Jesus says.   

 

Author, theologian, community organizer, John Perkins, was born in Mississippi, the heart of the 

Jim Crow south, in the 1930s. His mother died of malnutrition when he was only months old, his 

father abandoned him, and he was raised by his grandmother and his extended family of 

sharecroppers on a cotton plantation. He dropped out of school in the third grade, and his older 

brother, a World War II hero, was shot and killed by police officer.  If anyone had a reason to 

remain in the shallow waters, where one could secure one’s own vulnerability, and perhaps even 

count survival as a success, it is this man.  But Rev. Perkins decided to heed Jesus’ call and go to 

the deep.  He has committed his life to the risk of going deep in relationship with others, leading 

civil rights efforts and leading communities in reconciliation. Toward the end of his recent book, 

entitled One Blood: Parting Words to the Church on Race and Love, in which he attempts to 

record what he has learned from his decades of living, he shares an African proverb that relates 

to the fear of other, and the fear of going deep with the other.  The proverb goes, “When I saw 

you from afar, I thought you were a monster.  When you got closer, I thought you were just an 

animal.  When you got even closer, I saw that you were human, but when we were face to face I 

realized you were my brother.”  Speaking with years of cross-cultural works of reconciliation, 

Perkins explains, “The closer we get to one another the easier it will be for the fear to go away.”  

The fear of other goes away and the fear of going deep with the other goes away when we come 

face to face with one another.  

 

Let down your net into the deep, Jesus tells Peter.  This text is often referred to as a miracle text 

because of the catch of fish.  I think the greater miracle is that Peter takes the risk, to fish as a 

carpenter told him to fish.  And to be clear, in so doing, Peter almost loses everything.  Right?  
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His net was about to break, his boat was about to sink.  He calls on his partners to come out and 

almost sinks their boat in the process.  Jesus did not promise that going deep would be safe, that 

going deep would be easy – it is never either of those.  But in going deep, the reward is 

excessive, over-the-top, beyond our realm of possibilities, unimaginable, impossible – yet, true. 

 

Witnessing the miraculous catch, Peter and all who were with him were utterly dumbfounded.  

Peter fell to his knees, exclaiming, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!”  A similar 

reaction Moses and Isaiah had when encountering God, recognizing the profound contrast 

between God and self.  Perhaps fearful after witnessing the depth to which God is willing to lead 

us. Then Jesus said to Peter, “Do not be afraid.” And added the phrase, “from now on you will be 

catching people,” which honestly needs some unpacking because left alone it is misleading, at 

best.   

 

When one goes fishing a hook and bait, sometimes real and sometimes artificial, are typically 

used to trick the fish into taking the bait and thus being reeled in.  And most of the time, if not all 

of the time, the fish is not a willing participant.  The experience does not bring joy to the fish.  In 

Peter’s day they likely spread food for the fish, to attract them so they could catch them in the 

net.  And again, most of the time, if not all of the time the fish were not willing participants.  Let 

us be clear in saying God is not calling us to catch people in the same manner – not by any 

stretch.  Some commentators point out that the Greek actually translates as, “you will be catching 

people alive” which doesn’t make it any more palatable to me.  It was just that their lives were so 

focused on the fish.  Now, their lives are focused on the people. It seems that the multitude of 

fish represent the multitude of grace and love which can only be gathered from the deep. And 

once gathered in such an abundance, one cannot contain it all, the love and grace overflows 

freely to others. 

 

“When Peter, James and John, had brought their boats to shore, they left everything and followed 

Jesus.”  I don’t know that we are called to leave everything, but I am convinced we are called to 

the deep. Perhaps, for you, it means going a little deeper with your partner.  Maybe risking your 

vulnerability with a trusted friend.  What may it look like to go deeper with your child, whether 

adult, adolescent or still a child?  Where will you let your net down?  Collectively, let us go 
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deeper with our Muslim sisters and brothers – a plug for Case Library next week.  And 

prayerfully, may we listen for Jesus’ call to go deeper within our community, that we may be 

willing to take the risk of showing our own vulnerabilities inviting others to go deep with us. 

May it be so.  

 

Through our mother God, our Lord and Savior and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

 

 


