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“Follow me and I will make you fish for people”

Summary: God’s call is clear: “Follow me!”  When we are awake to God’s call, we can be led into surprising, unconventional places; we can even turn away from what our culture labels truth.  With the kingdom of God close at hand, our Lord Jesus invites us to be part of the solution.  The call is clear and urgent; we need to be ready to turn to this new, unexpected way.
~


It seems only yesterday that I was at my son’s age, nearing the end of high school, and looking forward to the beginning of a new chapter in my life, University.  It was to be the field of dreams for me; at least at that point in my life.


My prayer to God was that I would like to some day become a physician, a healer of people.  I enrolled, therefore, in the Science program at the University of Waterloo in pursuit of that dream, specializing in the field of Biochemistry.  

If there is one thing in life that many of us have come to learn, it is that life often does not turn out as planned, or expected for that matter.  I eventually ended up working in the civilian arm of the Department of National Defense in Ottawa, far from any test tubes and certainly the field of medicine.   


As result of further twists and turns in my career, I would one day find myself on my knees asking, questioning God if He was calling me into ministry.  Believe you me that I put up vociferous resistance!  So much so that I perfectly understand how Moses must have felt when his life took twists and turns and finally was called up before God to do something that he felt most disconcerted and ill-equipped to carry out.  

“God, I have neither the eloquence nor the willingness to become your servant!”

I was a reluctant student at best as I entered the doors of Knox College for the very first time.  We had managed to find an apartment in the north end of Toronto.  The three of us – Kyoungmi and I, and our newborn - embarked on this seemingly desolate journey many years ago.      

  What I have not expounded upon, of course, are the details of the turmoil that we went through from the time that I embarked on my theological training to this day where I now serve the Lord as the Minister of Word & Sacrament.  People are remarkably alike, you know; we have our days of celebration interspersed with long periods of toil and turmoil in the deserts of our lives.  I don’t think it’s necessary that I share all the details.

All I will say is that the summons to follow Jesus was for me an extraordinary disruption in my family’s life.  


If there is any consolation to my story, it is perhaps that God’s appearance in anyone’s life can be like that, disruptive.  This sure seems to be the case in today’s Gospel reading of Mark.

Earlier on Jesus was introduced as the one more powerful than John the Baptizer, the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit, the Son of God.  He now appears before his people proclaiming, “The kingdom of God has come near.”  


On this day, however, Jesus also calls four of his disciples.  

Now, Jesus’ first disciples are fishermen from Capernaum, a settlement that stretched along the lakefront.  Interestingly, archaeologists have uncovered groups of small houses that were clustered around courtyards with adjoining houses that may have been occupied by related families.  


On this day Jesus calls two pairs of brothers from such related families, Peter and Andrew, and James and John.  “And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me and I will make you fish for people.’ (v.17)”  


Scripture tells us that the men dropped both occupation and family obligations to follow Jesus who summons them.  


What leads them to respond to him as such?  This has probably been the single most asked question of this passage throughout the Church history.  


It is really a compelling question when you realize the backgrounds of these 4 men.  The disciples are prosperous enough to own houses and employ hired hands to assist in the fishing enterprise.  


More surprising of their decision is the fact that in a traditional society (ancient Middle Eastern), such a break with family and occupation was extraordinary.  It might even have seemed 


My own family considered my decision shameful when I first shared it with them.  And it has taken a while for them to become accepting of that.  In my case, my family’s indignation stemmed from my failure to have made something of myself, something respectable in this society.

For the 4 men, however, their labor was likely critical to the fishing enterprise in which the two families were engaged.  Such a departure would then have put the welfare of the whole family at risk.   


In the summons to these men, the fishermen, Jesus provides a substitution for their old occupation, “I will make you fish for people” (v.17).  In any case to the ancient reader, the summons to follow Jesus- i.e. to become a disciple – was an extraordinary disruption in a person’s life.     

Speaking from personal experience, I’m inclined to agree that is the case even to this day.  

But what lead them, the 4 fishermen, to respond to Jesus’ summons?  

To the 4 fishermen, Jesus issued a call that is authoritative and clearly unlike any other.  Unlike the contemporary teachers or philosophers who compete to attract students, Jesus is presented here as one who issues a summons that is not refused.  If a teacher is known to be ‘boring,’ students will do what they can to avoid taking that particular class, or take the same class with another where possible.  


The starkness of Jesus’ invitation, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people”, contrasted with the values of the world where everything, including faith, is looked upon as a commodity to be weighed and valued based on outer appearances!  Jesus did not say that people should come to him and not to John the Baptist because he is the actual Son of God; whereas John the Baptizer is at arms length distance…etc.  

Jesus simply and frankly proclaims, “the kingdom of God has come near”; God now reclaims human lives and demands repentance and faith.  


That was all Jesus said.  The call Jesus issues is responded to without hesitation.  


Why do the fishermen ‘immediately’ leave their business and follow Jesus?  We might suppose that they see being Jesus’ disciples as a substantial promotion, a step to bigger and better things.  


Nothing in the text, however, indicates that the disciples received any reward for their discipleship.  You may recall a passage wherein James and John later approach Jesus with a request about sitting near him in glory; they are sharply rebuked (v.10:35-40).  


What the disciples are promised, in fact, is persecution – including disruptions in their relationship with others – and conflict (v.13:9-13).  


We might also suppose that the disciples anticipate that fishing for people will be more satisfying somehow than the actual fishing to which they are accustomed.  Consider this, however.  From the point of the view of the fishermen, in fact, they are giving up an occupation with a secure market for one that is ill-defined at best – the ‘spiritual’ occupation of fishing for people.  


Is it even clear that fishermen respond out of faith?  They are not said to believe in Jesus or to understand his mission.  What we do know is that as the Gospel story unfolds, the important characters – meaning the disciples – persistently misunderstand Jesus, and they disappear entirely when he is crucified.  


Nothing in the verses that we read today tell us why the 4 fishermen do what they do, why they leave their nets and the hired workers and follow Jesus.


Somehow they are compelled to follow Jesus, a man whom they cannot understand, on a journey that will perplex and confuse them, to a destination as yet unspecified.  


The fishermen, now disciples, act in faith- not a faith that understands, takes only calculated risks, or seeks after reward, but a faith that responds to a call that remains unclear and even frightening.  


  Their answering of Jesus’ summons was in fact the beginning of their journey of faith, as did Jesus’ own ministry in his answering of God’s summons to minister to his people.  

Despite all their uncertainties and questions, the 4 four fishermen nevertheless respond and “follow him”.  


Why did I answer God’s summons to explore a calling to ministry?  Fact of the matter is that at the time, I had no idea I would even finish the Masters of Divinity Program at Knox, let alone end up doing a doctorate.  I had a young family to support; meaning, I should have been busy pursuing sure-footed things and not the business of ‘spiritual’ matters.  


I was compelled to answer; and yet I faced more questions than clarifications.  But looking back at that period of turmoil, I now realize that God was indeed summoning me to become someone who could help others in pointing them towards the great physician in heaven.  It took me a while to say ‘Yes, Lord, I will follow you to become a fisher of people.’  

Scripture is a book of continuing summons.  Will you follow Jesus that he may make you fish for people?  


While this summon may indeed be a calling for some of you to enter ministry, it is also a calling for all of us to live a life of discipleship in Christ.  


Will we act boldly in times of need, to go against the grain of common sense that says, we cannot afford to help others at this time; 


that certain people are beyond hope and help;


that what we stand as Christ’s disciples is archaic…
Will you answer Jesus’ summons to follow him?


~Amen.
