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“Five Remarkable Things”


The Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany						        February 7, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									  Isaiah 6:1-13
Epistle Lesson								         I Corinthians 14:12b-20
Gospel Lesson										    Luke 5:1-11


The season of Epiphany is the celebration of events which made it clear that Jesus of Nazareth was God on earth.  And the God-head of Jesus was made clear in many ways apart from his miracles.  Here’s an example of what I mean.  In his treatise on patience, the Church Father, Tertullian, in the year 200 wrote these words:  “Jesus proposed to escape notice in the form of a man.  But he was unable to imitate a man’s impatience.  For this reason particularly, people should have recognized him as the Lord.  Patience, such as his, no mere man could have practiced.”  Isn’t that great?  Did you get his point?  They should have known that Jesus was God, because no mere man could have been as patient as he was.  

Today’s Gospel Lesson tells of a miraculous catch of fish.  But there are five other remarkable things in this reading, that make it clear that Jesus of Nazareth is God among us.  The first remarkable thing is this:  “While the people pressed upon him to hear the Word of God, he was standing by the lake.”  You’ve seen people mobbed by a crowd, haven’t you?  The home team wins a huge college basketball game.  Right in the final seconds they win the game and the crowd mobs the team, as they run out onto the court.  You’ve seen that happen.  The singing star completes her performance and the stage needs to be surrounded by security, to keep the crowd from mobbing the singing star.  So we’ve all seen that.  But now get this, here’s a guy speaking the Word of God, who needs to get relief from the press of the crowd.  Can you imagine that?  There are no handouts.  There is no music.  There’s no show.  There’s just a guy speaking the Word of God.  Do you see that as a remarkable thing?  I do.  One could point out that something similar happened when Gandhi was in India, but then Gandhi wasn’t speaking the Word of God.  He was promoting independence from the British, separation from the Muslims, and sweeping political and social changes.  Jesus of Nazareth was being pressed by the crowd for speaking the Word of God without promoting independence from the Romans, without promoting separation from the Gentiles, without promoting sweeping political and social changes.  Jesus was promoting personal surrender to God through the humble confession of personal failure, and the hope of forgiveness from the gracious Creator.  That’s what he was talking about.  Not just anybody could gather an eager crowd with that message.  Luke is saying, “If you had only seen how the crowds hung on his words you would have known he was God on earth, because the crowds pressed upon him, when all he was doing was telling them they should repent.”  

The next remarkable thing:  “And he saw two boats by the lake, but the fishermen had gone out of them, and were washing their nets.  Getting into one of the boats, which belonged to Simon, he asked him to put out a little from the land.  Then he sat down, and he taught the people from the boat.”  John Wesley, and his brother Charles, were the founders of the Methodist Church in England in the 1700’s.  If John Wesley had stayed in the pulpit of his own church, he might not have been removed from the Church of England as he was.  But John and Charles Wesley didn’t stay in their pulpits, and they were removed from the Church of England.  Wesley was bothered by the fact that the people who needed reaching with God’s Word weren’t coming to any house of worship.  So Wesley went to the people who needed to hear.  John and Charles Wesley taught and preached at the crossroads of highways, in the markets on market day, at town fairs, in barns, and in kitchens.  They preached and taught out in fields.  They went to the openings of mines when miners came off their shifts and started for the local pubs.  They preached at factories.  They held Bible studies and they preached basically any place there were people.  Here’s a quotation from John Wesley.  He said, “I love a comfortable room.  I love a soft cushion.  I love a handsome pulpit, but field preaching saves souls.”  The Church of England removed him as priest, because in their view he had no class, and he didn’t follow the rules of preaching in churches, at regular times, within the limits of regular worship services, run the way they should be run.  People get it in their heads that God speaks in churches, and only in churches, and only in churches during worship services—no other time.  But here is Jesus sitting in a boat.  No pulpit, no pews, no organ, no hymnal, no bulletin, no Bible, no liturgy.  None of the apparatus of religion that people think is necessary before God speaks.  It’s just a guy sitting in a boat helping people connect to God.  And the crowd accepted this as authentic.  In fact, they hung on every word.  Pretty remarkable things, don’t you think?  No regular guy would have succeeded with this style.  Luke is telling us, “It was clear; Jesus of Nazareth was God on earth.”

The third remarkable thing.  “And when he had ceased speaking he said to Simon, `Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.’  And Simon answered, `O Master, we toiled all night and took nothing.  But at your word, at your word, I will let down the nets.’  When they had done so, they enclosed a great shoal of fish.  And as their nets were breaking, they beckoned to their partners in the other boat to come and help them.  They came and filled both the boats, so that they began to sink.”  You know what I find remarkable about this?  What I find very, very remarkable about this is that they did what Jesus asked them to do.  That’s what I find remarkable.  Oh, they resisted at first.  Of course they resisted.  They were the experts.  If Jesus wanted to talk about religion, he could talk about religion, but not about life.  Not about their life.  So they resisted because they were the experts.  They had tried all night the accepted way, and so they had arguments, and they had excuses.  They knew what they were doing when it came to their own business, and Jesus was out of his depth, so to speak, when he started talking about their business.  He could talk to them about religion, but now fishing, that was a different matter.  That was something real that they knew about.  

Sort of like when we resist Jesus when we think we know more about life than he does--especially our lives.  “Ok Jesus, you can talk about Bible times and you can talk about religion, but you don’t know anything about my life.  You sure don’t know much about life in the Twenty-first Century—so, just back off.”  It is my theory that there was a pause between Peter’s argument against Jesus, and his agreement to do as Jesus said.  Peter brushed Jesus off as much as to say, “Hah, hah, that doesn’t work in the real world.  Trust me.”  It was the same as when Jesus tells us, “It is more blessed to give then to receive.”  And we say, “That doesn’t work in the real world.”  And we ignore what he says.  Or Jesus tells us, “You should forgive your brother from the heart.”  And we say, “Oh come on, that doesn’t work in the real world.  And besides, you don’t know my brother!”  And we ignore what Jesus says.  Or Jesus tells us, “You are much more anxious and worried than you need to be.”  And we say, “That doesn’t work in the real world.  And nobody has seen the trouble I’ve seen.”  And we ignore what Jesus says.  And so Peter does pretty much what most people do when Jesus speaks—he brushed him off.  He said, “That doesn’t work in the real world.  We know what we’re doing.”  Then I think there was a pause.  I think in that pause Jesus gave Peter “the look.”  You men know that look, don’t you—“the look.”  The look that says, “Do you know with whom you are arguing?”  I get to use that look a lot in Catechism class.  Seventh and eighth graders want to argue life and religion with me.  So I give them “the look.”  So Jesus gave Peter “the look” and said, “Do you know with whom you are arguing?”  And then Peter said, “Well, it makes no sense.  But because you say it, I’ll do it.”  Then Peter put down the nets.  No fish jumped into the boat.  Peter put down the nets.  He did what Jesus asked him to do, even though he knew better than to do it.  He did what Jesus said.  Jesus wasn’t just another guy.  He was God on earth.  Anything less, and Peter would not have done this.  “But because of your Word Jesus, I will do it.”

The fourth remarkable thing.  “But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees and said, `Depart from me for I am a sinful man, O Lord.’  And Jesus said to Simon, `You have no need to be afraid.  Henceforth, you will be catching people.’”  The remarkable thing here is this:  Peter told Jesus, “I am a simple man, and this is more than I can handle.  Let me be as I was.”  Jesus responded, “Well, yes you are a simple man, but this isn’t more than you can handle.  From now on, you’re going to be working for me.  You have no need to be afraid of what I’m going to ask of you, because I will lead you through this.”  We, as did Peter, like to tell Jesus that he is expecting way too much of us.  “Oh, I’m a simple person Lord.  You expect too much of me.”  That’s what Peter did.  Yet, somehow, Jesus convinced Peter that he wasn’t expecting more than he could lead Peter to accomplish.  Luke is telling us that Jesus was like that.  As God on earth, when he told people that he would lead them into something new, and he would help them do it, people looked into his eyes and then they went and they did it.  People rebuilt their lives when they said they couldn’t, because Jesus said they could.  People were convinced they couldn’t escape the ruts in their lives, but they did get out of those ruts because Jesus convinced them that they could.  Miraculous things still happen in people’s lives when they take Jesus at his word to accomplish things they didn’t think possible.  Millions of people in twelve step programs of every description have rebuilt their lives because they admitted they were powerless to accomplish something in their lives, but when they turned it over to God, it got done.  Millions of grieving people think they can’t ever be happy again, after what they have suffered.  But when they turn their lives over to God, they discover that he will lead them to that which he promises.  This is the remarkable thing about God on earth in Jesus Christ.

The fifth remarkable thing.  “And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him.”  We think, when we hear this, “Boy, those disciples must have been pretty flaky, irresponsible people to do something like this.  How flaky can you get?”  But you see, the disciples were not flaky, irresponsible people--far from it.  They owned property.  They ran a business that involved skilled work and marketing of a product.  They had families depending upon them.  They were hard working people.  They were down to earth, calloused handed men who had their feet firmly planted in their community.  They weren’t goofy drifters.  And Luke’s point is to tell us about the magnetism of Jesus--God on earth--whose presence was such that these perfectly reliable people turned away from what they were doing to be busy about his business.  And Luke’s point is still, “If you had just met him, you would understand.”  

So there are the five remarkable things I see in this reading.  Jesus was so authentically God on earth that common people crowded around him to hear the unvarnished Word of God, about how they had to repent and accept God’s grace.  Jesus was so authentically God on earth that people listened to his every word when he sat down in a boat and just talked to them in the middle of the week.  Jesus was so authentically God on earth that people did what he asked of them—even when it made no sense according to all they had experienced in life.  Jesus was so authentically God on earth that people took new directions with their lives, because he asked them to and he assured them that they could do it.  Jesus was so authentically God on earth that perfectly responsible and successful business men left what they were doing to be part of his work.  I really don’t like Jesus movies.  I just don’t like them at all.  One of the reasons I don’t really care for Jesus’ movies is that it is impossible for any actor to duplicate this affect that Jesus had on people.  No mere human actor can capture the personality and the presence of God on earth in Jesus of Nazareth.  Actors, who try, just end up looking sick or silly or something.  

Jesus was such a special presence that these people said they were with him right up to the end.  And we need to forgive them for saying this.  They had no idea that this road was going to lead to the cross.  They could see that Jesus of Nazareth was God on earth, and they wanted to follow him to be on the winning side when God would straighten out the world through this Jesus.  But then they backed out, because they weren’t ready for the most remarkable thing--the most remarkable thing.  The most remarkable thing about Jesus is that he came to earth to offer himself as a suffering, sacrifice for sin.  That is the most remarkable thing.  He offered himself to take over people’s hearts and souls.  Not to take over governments, not to take over cultures, not to take over nations.  He came to be our Savior, not our good luck charm.  But these people came back to Jesus when they discovered that the most remarkable thing was a two part event—when Jesus was raised from the dead and walked among them alive and well, and as remarkable as ever.  Luke is telling us that there was a day when there were two boat loads of fish people weren’t expecting, but on that day, the truly remarkable thing was Jesus.  

We are still surrounded by miracles today.  And they are wonderful to behold.  But still today, the truly remarkable thing is Jesus of Nazareth--the crucified, risen and ever present Son of God.  Teaching us, speaking to us in the strangest of places, asking us to try ways of living we haven’t yet tried and that our reason tells us won’t work, assuring us that we can accomplish what he will lead us to accomplish, empowering us to walk with him and turn away from all in this world that would seduce us to our destruction.  That is still the most remarkable thing.  Two boat loads of fish!  That’s pretty cool!  But the most remarkable thing is still Jesus.  Amen
