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 The first follower Jesus called was a fisherman named Simon Peter. Peter’s fishing business was Capernaum on 
Lake Gennesaret, which was also called the Sea of Galilee. One morning Peter and his two business partners, James and 
John, were coming in from a night of fishing. (The fishing was best when it was dark.) They were tired and frustrated. 
They hadn’t caught a thing. They hauled their boats to shore and started washing and mending their nets.  
 

Doing the chores, at the end of a frustrating workday, washing and mending their nets. That’s what Peter was 
doing when Jesus began to call him as his follower.  

 
You and I have our own version of washing and mending nets. It’s the work we do, the life we live, not because we 

really want to but because we feel we have to. It’s what we do though we’re tired and maybe frustrated––the efforts that 
can feel fruitless––but still we do it because life has to keep going. It’s the homework assignment we do when we feel brain-
dead and don’t see the point. It’s the dinner we fix when we’re spent and we aren’t even sure the kids will eat it. It’s the 
call we make to a client knowing the conversation is going to be rough. It’s the cleanup we do at the jobsite when we’d just 
like to quit and go home. It’s the pill case we fill with the weekly meds that still don’t give us the health we want. It can feel 
like a lot of life spent washing and mending nets.  

 
So it’s significant that that’s what Peter was doing when Jesus stepped into his boat and told him to put out from 

shore. It’s also significant that, at the same time, a crowd at the lake was listening to Jesus speak the word to them. But 
Jesus didn’t call any of them, at least not that day. Jesus called fishermen going about life, getting done what had to get 
done, washing and mending their nets. 

 
The listening crowd kept pressing in and Jesus kept backing up until Jesus’ felt around his ankles. That’s when he 

looked at a boat, looked at Peter, got in the boat and said, “Hey Simon, won’t you put out a ways for me?” We can 
imagine Peter thinking, “God help the landlubber,” as he hauled the net he was mending into the boat and rowed Jesus 
out from the shore. 

 
Jesus kept speaking from the boat, and “when he was finished,” Luke says, “Jesus turned to Peter” and said 

‘[Now] put out into deep water and let down the nets for a catch.’” Which, to Peter, just revealed that Jesus didn’t know 
squat about fishing. Even apprentices know that during the day the fish can see the net. This is why Peter fished at night. 
Jesus telling Peter to let down his nets would be like Jesus telling a Wall St. trader to buy stock that was in a nosedive. Or 
telling a doctor to prescribe a second round of medication that hadn’t worked the first time.  

 
If Peter looked at Jesus and thought, what in the world does this guy know about the work we do, maybe we ask 

how Jesus matters to running a business or handling investments or living with the pressures of the 21st century? And so we 
can end up living as though Jesus has little to do with the day-to-day stuff of life.  

 
“But Master,” said Peter, “we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything.” Which was the respectful 

way of saying, “Jesus, you take care of the spiritual teaching and I’ll take care of the fishing.” 
 
But it turns out Jesus isn’t so out of touch with the daily pressures and frustrations we face. Jesus knew how hard 

Peter worked to make a living. He knew how fruitless net mending could feel after a disappointing day. Jesus knows how 
frustrated we can get knocking ourselves out in a life that isn’t yielding what we were striving for. And how some days, 
maybe we don’t even know what we’re striving for. And that’s why Jesus told Peter to do let down his nets, to do that thing 
that Peter just knew would avail absolutely nothing. Because Jesus’ disciple, Peter needed to learn that the daily pressures 
of life become different––they are reframed––when lived in the presence and power of Jesus. 
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“Because you say so,” said Peter, “I will let down the nets.” And “when they had done so,” says Luke, “they 
caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break.” Peter had taken big catches before, but nothing like 
this. His business partners, James and John, they’d been laughing at Peter when he dropped his nets in the water in broad 
daylight. But then they saw the nets full to bursting with fish and heard Peter yelling maybe sailor language of a sailor 
about holy this and holy that, and they should get their blankety blanks over there to help with the catch! 

 
So there were James and John, Peter and Jesus, sitting up to their waists in fish. The haul was so big the boats 

were sinking. Peter fell at Jesus’ knees, and as flopping fish beat about his face, he cried, “Go away from me. Please, just 
leave me alone, Lord. For I am a sinner.”  

 
Does this seem like a strange conclusion for Peter to draw? I mean, isn’t Peter in the middle of a fisherman’s 

dream? He’s sitting up to the waist in a miraculous boat-sinking catch! How is it that two boatloads of fish in the presence 
of Jesus reveal to Peter that he’s a sinner?  

 
Because this whole scene doesn’t fit the ways we often think about being a sinner. That a sinner is someone who 

breaks God’s holy laws––how does a ton of fish reveal that of Peter? That a sinner is just what we all are, for all of us miss 
the mark of the life God desires for us. Which many be true, but how do two boatloads of fish reveal that to Peter that his 
life falls short of what God desires? 

 
But let’s listen again to what Peter really said: “Get away from me, Lord.” He basically says to Jesus, “Leave me 

alone,” which is the basic definition of what the life of sin really is. To sin isn’t just to do something wrong. Sinning is 
about giving into any power that pulls us from God. The logical conclusion of the life of sin is that you are alone, without 
God. 

 
Sin is the power that’s opposed the purpose and direction that God has for creation. And core to God’s purpose 

for creation is that God would live in communion with us. God’s purpose in creation includes washing and mending and 
nets, but that we would mend and wash our nets in God’s loving and holy presence. That in all things we would enjoy 
God’s company, trust in God’s work in the midst of our work, and receive God’s gracious provision. It would seem Jesus 
believed that the best way to expose a life under the sway of sin wasn’t to lay Peter low with a catalogue of moral failngs, 
but with a display of ridiculous generosity. 

 
See, It was Jesus’ boat-sinking generosity, Jesus sheer, unbidden graciousness, that exposed to Peter that he’d been 

going about life all wrong. Listen to how theologian Rowan Williams describes life as a sinner. He says sin is just “the 
condition of being seriously wrong about reality and living against the grain. The committed sinner is the equivalent of the 
person who is convinced that you can make trains run on black coffee and is determined to go on trying, however much 
the evidence stacks up in favour of the more usual options. Sin is therefore bound to be, in the long run, deeply frustrating 
and, objectively speaking, very boring indeed.” 

 
Life as a sinner is when we think the only way forward in life just to keep on mending our nets. Mend them and 

throw them back in to catch whatever life we can manage to pull in. Since we can never pull in enough life on our own, 
life as a sinner gets us fixating on how badly things have gone––we haven’t caught anything, and what’s to say that 
tomorrow will be any better. But we’ll just keep trying hard, doing our best to get the results we want. Try to pull the best 
catch we can out of our kids. Try to pull the best catch we can out of our job. Just keep working hard to pull the best that 
we can out of tired bodies.  

 
We know the sea of life is rough and often doesn’t yield what we want, but we keep on mending our nets and 

casting them out, trying so hard. This is the life of a sinner because, at its core sin is refusal to live with God and from God, 
out of God’s provision, out of God’s present power. The sinner’s life is the one in which life is all up to us, and so the effect 
of life sin is that it makes us miserable. 

 
This is why the monster catch of fish with Jesus just lays Peter low. Luke says that Peter’s nets began to break. 

Jesus had torn a hole in the fabric of what Peter thought held his life together. Jesus showed Peter a way of life grounded 
not on how diligently Peter worked, but in how gracious God was. A life centered not on Peter’s own provision, but on the 
provision of God. The miraculous catch of fish revealed that Peter had been living his life in a climate that was making 
him miserable. 
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This is why Peter didn’t respond saying, “Jesus, how did you do that?” And why Peter didn’t invite Jesus to join 
him in the fishing business, as though Jesus could be an asset Peter could leverage in the life he was working so hard to 
make. Peter responded as a person in crisis because it can be painful to realize we’ve been choosing a me-at-the-center 
orientation to life that frustrates and grinds us down. 

 
But here’s the good news of the crisis: When Peter told Jesus to go away, Jesus didn’t leave. He stood by him and 

when he spoke to him, he didn’t say, “You are forgiven.” No, he told Peter, “Don’t be afraid.” The sinner’s life, in which I 
have my life to myself, in which I am the power of my own life, in which I live by a whole list of “should’s” and “have 
to’s,” in which God is more a concept than a lover with whom we’re in communion––the sinner’s life in the one in which 
we always end up afraid. Afraid we won’t be able to hold on. Afraid of losing what we hold so tightly. Afraid of what 
tomorrow will bring. Afraid that our nets won’t bring in the catch we think we need. 

 
Jesus reveals that heart of the gospel is that we don’t have to be afraid. We don’t have to be afraid of failure. We 

don’t have to be afraid of our failings. We don’t have to fear our sins. We don’t have to fear that we won’t be enough. 
Because standing before us, out in the deep water, there is a Savior who looks deeply into our lives, deeply into our world, 
and is not afraid.  

 
Jesus isn’t afraid because he lives in the abundant world that flows from God’s generous heart. He lives in the 

world where God is more than enough for everything. To prove that this is so, on the cross Jesus let go of everything and 
was cast down into the dark water of death. And when God raised him up, the promise was that we will always be in Jesus’ 
net, so that even if it feels like we’re sinking, we are just sinking into Jesus’ life. 
 

Luke says that Peter, James and John, “Whey pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed [Jesus.]” 
Which is to say, they committed from there on out to going about life in the presence of Jesus. They committed to learn 
how to see the world as Jesus sees it. They committed to living their lives as Jesus would live them. This is the commitment 
to which Jesus calls you and me. 

 
But the only honest way to commit to following Jesus is as a sinner. To find the place in our lives where we are just 

endlessly frustrated. Where feel like we are miserable. What if we came to Jesus as sinners in that place? Sinners who are 
frustrated and miserable––not always because of our moral failings, but because something in life is pulling us from 
communion with God; something in that part of life resists God’s generous presence. 

 
The good news is that Jesus is there and he’s calling us to himself. He’s calling us out of our comfortable misery, 

into the mystery of his life. When Jesus and his eternal life are the center of our lives, we know we’re not in control. Which 
is why Peter cried out. And why Jesus responded, “Don’t be afraid.” 

 
Only those willing to say “I’m a sinner” can get up and live a bigger life. A life full of God’s love, God’s purpose, 

God’s commitment to our good––the life we’d never manage on our own. Jesus keeps offering us this life. He just won’t go 
away, because he believes that we are his greatest catch. So he keeps on asking us to let go and give him our everything. 
He keeps on asking us to believe him when he says, “Don’t be afraid.” 


