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“Answering God’s Call” 
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Luke 5: 1-11 
 
 How many of you have seen the movie “Forrest Gump?”  It’s a great movie going 
through 20th-century history through the life of one Forrest Gump of Greenbow, Alabama.  
One of the hundreds of films, it seems, that Tom Hanks has starred in.  When Debbie and 
I visited Savannah last fall, we went to the local city museum and there on display was the 
bus bench Forrest sits on as he’s telling his stories to strangers who come and go for the 
bus. 
 At one point in the movie, Forrest becomes a shrimp boat captain along the Gulf 
Coast – Bubba Gump Shrimp is the name of his company, in tribute to his army friend, 
Bubba, who died in the Vietnam War.  Anyway, when Forrest starts fishing for shrimp, 
he’s not very successful.  He hauls in an old tire, a toilet seat, a rubber boot, and maybe 
three shrimp.  When his buddy, Lieutenant Dan, comes down to join him, he still doesn’t 
have a lot of luck.  Day after day they cast their nets into the Gulf of Mexico, and day after 
day they haul in very little from their nets. 
 What changes for them?  Hurricane Carmen.  The movie uses that terrible natural 
disaster in the plot line, and while Forrest and Lieutenant Dan ride out the hurricane in 
the Gulf, all of the other shrimp boats in the area are destroyed while moored in their 
docks.  As a result, Bubba Gump Shrimp is the only shrimp boat business in town, and 
becomes hugely successful.  As Forrest says in the movie, “After that, fishing for shrimp 
was easy.” 
 This scene from the movie was what first came to my mind when I read our 
passage from Luke for today.  Nets being cast into the water, and then empty nets being 
hauled in with nothing to show for their labor.  Then something changing the 
circumstance – a hurricane for Forrest, the arrival of Jesus for Simon Peter and his fellow 
fishermen.  And afterwards, a remarkable haul in those very same nets.  What’s different 
in our story today, though, is what happens after the fish have been caught.  In other 
words, the miracle of the fish being caught wasn’t the end of the story – it’s how the 
disciples responded to that miracle which gives us guidance and hope for our lives of faith. 
 To begin, consider what has happened prior to this story in Luke’s Gospel.  Jesus 
has been baptized by John in the River Jordan (3:21-22), and has spent forty days in the 
wilderness, after which he resists the temptation of the devil (4:1-13).  He then begins his 
ministry in Galilee, first being rejected when he returns to his home in Nazareth (4:16-30), 
and then many acts of healing, including a man of an unclean spirit (4:31-37), Simon 
Peter’s mother-in-law (4:38-39), and others who were possessed (4:40-44).   
 When Jesus comes to the lakeshore and encounters these fishermen, it’s not the 
first thing he’s done in his adult ministry.  He’s been doing quite a lot to show others the 
love of God through his ministry.  It’s no wonder then that we read, “the crowd was 
pressing in on him to hear the word of God” (5:1).  As he stood at the edge of the water, 
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the crowds were so great that he needed some more space to allow him to teach and 
speak to them.  He turns and sees these two boats which were empty, and he asks Simon 
Peter if he can put the boat out into the water, which he does.  From there he teaches the 
crowds about God’s coming kingdom. 
 You know what’s interesting?  I always assumed this was Jesus’ first interaction 
with Simon Peter, but in Luke’s account it’s his second encounter.  As I said earlier, in the 
previous chapter Jesus comes to Simon Peter’s home and heals his mother-in-law of a 
high fever (4:38-39).  This order of events is different in Mark’s Gospel, by the way – in 
Mark, Jesus calls Simon Peter along with the first disciples, and then comes and heals his 
mother-in-law.  In our story today, that maybe gives a different image, doesn’t it?  Simon 
Peter has already witnessed Jesus’ power of healing, and Jesus knows who Simon Peter is 
when he asks him to put the boat out into the water. 
 After Jesus finishes teaching, he turns to Simon and says, “Put out into the deep 
water and let down your nets for a catch” (5:4).  Now remember, when Jesus first arrives, 
he sees that the fishermen were out of their boats “washing their nets,” indicating that 
they were done for the day, without any sign of an abundant catch.  Simon reaffirms that 
when he says, “Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing.  Yet if you 
say so, I will let down the nets” (5:5).  Did Simon say this because he just wanted to 
appease Jesus?  Or was he curious what might happen next, since he had witnessed what 
took place with his mother-in-law?  Whatever his motivation might have been, Simon 
joins the others and casts their nets back into the water. 
 You know what that feels like, don’t you?  Casting your net into the sea after 
multiple tries and not seeing anything in return.  Maybe it’s at work, and you’re not sure 
that trying something one more time will make any more difference than the last fifty 
times have yielded.  Maybe it’s at school, and you’re not sure that studying that 
additional hour on a subject will make any more difference for the test you feel sure 
you’ll fail, just like you did the last several times.  Maybe it’s in relationships, when you’re 
not sure opening yourself for rejection is worth it after the other times you have loved 
someone and then it’s fallen all apart.  Maybe it’s in the church, when we’re not sure that 
inviting someone to a class, or putting all our effort into an event, or asking for help with 
a need will have any different result than past efforts have yielded.  It can be very hard to 
believe that casting our nets out one more time will be worth it. 
 As Jesus shows us, anything we do in his name means we believe God is with us, 
no matter the result.  And in this case, the result is overwhelming.  “When they had cast 
their nets out, they caught so many fish that their nets were beginning to break . . .  they 
came and filled both boats, so that they began to sink” (5:6-7).  Simon’s reaction is not 
one of great joy – instead it is one of fear: “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful 
man!”  Why is that?  And why do we often react in a similar way when God does 
something remarkable in our lives? 
 Amy Ziettlow is a Lutheran pastor in Decatur, Illinois, and she writes: Nets today 
look different for most of us but represent no less of an integral part of life.  My net is my 
ever-present to-do list, which holds a lineup of daily tasks awaiting my care and attention.  
The net of my life is a delicate but well-known weave of daily ministry tasks.  I know my 
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net well, I cross off my tasks diligently, but how often do I confuse this net of vocation with 
discipleship?  Have I become nothing but net? 
 When Jesus asks Simon and his fishing cohort to cast their nets in deep water, he is 
asking them to sacrifice their nets, their former perceptions of identity and worth.  The net 
of their lives breaks in order to be transformed.  Jesus invites them to let go of their old 
routines and identities with the promise of abundant life beyond their abilities.  A former 
life defined by daily fishing tasks can become a new life of hope and faith in the in-
breaking presence of God in the world. 
 Simon is not ready and does not feel worthy of what is happening to his life.  How 
scared would I be to let go of my to-do list and my treasured daily acts of crossing things 
off of it.  Without my daily tasks, would I question my worthiness to follow Jesus?  The 
breaking net exposes Simon’s own limitations but becomes an invitation to see the 
purpose of his life in a new light.  Working without a net is scary, though.  They leave the 
shore to gather fish, a task they can do in their sleep, and they return with a call to gather 
people.  The nets of their lives have a new and foreign purpose. 
 So do ours.  We clean and mend our lives for the sake of providing sanctuary and 
connection to all people.  We connect them with others to do more than we can do alone 
(Christian Century, January 26, 2022, 22). 

 Jesus recognizes Simon’s fear, and just like we hear so many other times 
throughout the biblical narrative, offers him reassurance: “Do not be afraid.”  But that’s 
not all he says.  He follows that reassurance with, “from now on you will be catching 
people.” 
 Simon Peter, James, and John could have laughed in the face of that comment.  
They could have shrugged it off and gone back to their nets, their familiar, safe, suddenly 
profitable nets, and done what they could do in their sleep.  How many times have we 
reacted similarly when someone suggests we would be great in a different vocation, or 
we should take a leadership role in the church, or we should be open to another point of 
view on something we believe very strongly in. 
 But that’s not how they react to Jesus’ call.  Instead, “when they brought their 
boats to shore, they left everything and followed Jesus” (5:11).  They trusted that 
following Jesus would lead them to something greater and more fulfilling than what they 
had previously known.  They believed that what they had witnessed – acts of healing, 
abundant catches – were signs of what was to come.  They left the comfortable, the 
expected, the known – and they followed in faith where God was leading them. 
 It’s okay to be afraid when we first experience God’s remarkable call – our Lord is 
patient with us, reassuring us not to be afraid.  The question we have to ask ourselves is: 
what will we do next?  How will we answer God’s call when it meets us on a lakeshore, or 
it challenges our preconceived beliefs, or it asks us to go somewhere we never imagined? 
 “They left everything and followed him.”  May we have the faith to believe and 
the trust to follow wherever our Lord calls us to serve. 
 Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


