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Mark 1:14-20

They gathered as always over their tackle boxes and cut chum for bait for the

days work while laughing about the fishing the day before and talking about where

they might fish that day. Simon Peter and Andrew and their neighbors James and

John sometimes played practical jokes. The day before, since the catch was

particularly good and their boats were over-filled, young Andrew had gutted a

tilapia and made a hat that looked like a Bishop’s miter and placed it on his head.

These pair of brothers had grown up together in Capernaum, played together as

little chaps and now they often fished together in the freshwater lake that Scripture

calls the Sea of Galilee. Their families lived next door to one another in two of the

small houses that were clustered around the courtyard.  Simon and Andrew lived in

homes adjoining their parents, as did James and John. There were 230 boats that

worked the waters of the lake and our four fishermen and their families and friends

formed a close knit community of what we would call middleclass folk –

prosperous enough to own their own homes – and their own boats. And they

employed “hired hands” to assist them in their families’ fishing businesses.

But Andrew and Simon Peter and the Zebedee boys James and John were

working fishermen.  Fishing was all they knew.

I grew up singing a lovely sweet hymn by William Alexander Percy that begins:

They cast their nets in Galilee
 Just off the hills of brown;
 Such happy, simple fisher folk,
 Before the Lord came down.

Well, songs from my youth don’t necessarily express my current theology.
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These were not simply simple fishermen; Mark tells us that Andrew, Simon Peter,

James, and John were engaged in a successful fishing enterprise with their

families. And I am not so sure that the pair of brothers were so blissfully happy.

Why this morning they had argued – a good natured squabble to be sure – about

where to drop anchor and cast their nets.  Andrew ended the spat as he often did by

turning away from the older guys to practice casting his net along the shoreline.

Who would have guessed how their lives would change that day.  The sky was

red last night as they sold their haul of tilapia in the market – red sky at night,

sailor’s delight.  The sun was brilliant that morning and the lake sparkled. THEN a

stranger came along the shore, and his face shone like no other face they had seen.

Jesus spoke to Andrew and Simon – the first words that he spoke in the Gospel of

Mark.  All Jesus had to say was “Follow me!” but these two words filled their

hearts – their  hearts were broken – changed forever. Jesus promised to make them

fishers of men. Simon Peter and Andrew left immediately and followed Jesus.

Likewise James and John were called by Jesus, and they left their father in the boat

and followed.

Contented, peaceful fishermen,
 Before they ever knew,
 The peace of God that filled their hearts,
 Brimful, and broke them too.

In the first century, the word fishermen meant “learners.”  And we 21st century

readers of Mark know that indeed these fishermen would learn from Jesus just

what bait would work to change the hearts of people and make disciples of them.

The pair of brothers were skilled at setting hooks and casting nets. In Old

Testament literature nets and hooks were common metaphors for how to ensnare

people, but these first disciples of Jesus were caught, yes, but they were saved by

this new fishing venture, as are we.
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The callings and response to their calls caused quite a stir in the fishing village

of Capernaum – and in their families to be sure. Neither Peter nor Andrew nor

James nor John had heard Jesus teach – yet they followed him when he called

them. How extraordinary was their commitment – perhaps even dangerous. Surely

their families were at risk without their breadwinners. But we know that their

families were not cut off, but rather they were sustained by the extended family.

And we know that Peter’s home in Capernaum was to become a center of ministry

for Jesus and his followers. However, there was a cost for the pair of brothers who

followed Jesus.

Fishing at sea is probably the most dangerous occupation in the world today.

There is even a show on the Discovery channel called “Deadliest Catch” – I know

this only because my late son-in-law used to watch it faithfully. That said,

answering Jesus’s call, following Jesus, fishing for people, was a dangerous

business.

Young John who trimmed the flapping sail,
 Homeless, in Patmos died,
 Peter, who hauled the teeming net,
 Head-down was crucified.

James was executed by the sword, making him the first of the apostles to be

martyred. Peter was crucified head down on a Latin cross and buried in Rome.

Tradition has it that Andrew was martyred by crucifixion – bound, not nailed – to

an X-shaped cross at his own request, It is believed that John survived his

contemporary apostles and lived to an extreme old age, dying alone at Ephesus

near Patmos in about 100 A.D. Clearly, the four fishermen that Jesus called came

to know the cost of discipleship. Do you suppose they would have followed Jesus

had they fully understood the cost of answering his call?  I think they likely would

have.
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Today’s Gospel from Mark began with John the Baptizer’s betrayal, his being

handed over, his arrest – the same destiny that Jesus would later share. And what

follows is the beginning of Jesus’s message of repentance and good news.  Repent

literally means “change of mind” – change of heart – a complete reorientation from

normal thinking. Jesus had the power to drastically change the thinking of our

fisher folk – to change their hearts and their minds. But the “good news” that Jesus

brought made all the difference in their lives and in ours – no matter the cost.

I would like to share a modern day calling story that relates to Hurricane

Katrina. Last Saturday there was an article in the New Orleans paper about my

former Bishop in Louisiana wherein he outlines the new course his ministry is

taking. He is suffering from PTSD – post-tramatic–stress–disorder– and has been

these last three years since Hurricane Katrina, and he is stepping down as Bishop.

Like the four fishermen in today’s Gospel his heart is broken in that he has had a

change of heart – a drastic reorientation of his thinking; and consequently his

calling has changed. The Bishop’s home on the lake where he thought he might

one day retire to fish was damaged by Hurricane Katrina and by his own admission

he himself has been “both damaged and transformed.” The storm exposed social

evils in the city that the Bishop is now “addressing actively.” He is fishing for

people, and his new fishing enterprise involves working side by side with civil

rights activists. His new calling is to “work for citywide racial reconciliation and

for purging the social injustices that Katrina laid bare.” i  The cost of following this

new calling for the Bishop is great – he will be leaving the work of the diocese at

the high altar of the cathedral and other gothic churches in Louisiana to do God’s

work on the front stoops of homes in the poorest neighborhoods of New Orleans. It

was a difficult decision and it has not been a peaceful transition nor is it likely to

be in the future. But my prayer is that it does bring him peace, that sort of peace
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that is beyond our comprehension.

The peace of God, it is no peace,
 But strife closed in the sod,
 Yet let us pray for but one thing –
 The marvelous peace of God.ii

Before Jesus walked among them, Andrew and Simon Peter and the Zebedee

brothers James and John were good fishermen. They were called to be good

providers for their families and responsible members of society in Capernaum. But

their hearts were changed when Jesus called them. Through the strife following

Hurricane Katrina the Bishop of Louisiana heard a new calling and his heart was

converted. This Epiphany season the focus of our readings is God’s call – to

Samuel, to Nathanael Bar-tholomey, to Phillip, to Simon Peter and Andrew, to

James and John – and to us. We here at St. Andrew’s will be preparing over the

next many months to call a new Rector. I see a wonderful confluence in our

appointed Scripture readings and the work we will be doing together here in the

parish. May we be as trusting and as bold as the pair of brothers in Mark’s Gospel

today. Let us be as vulnerable and as brave as the Bishop of Louisiana. And when

we hear God speak to us about our calling and the calling of a new leader may our

hearts respond.

And may the peace of God that surpasses all human understanding– that

marvelous peace of God – keep our hearts and minds in the knowledge of Jesus

Christ. And may the blessing of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be with us and

everyone we love and everyone we meet on the front stoop ever more. Amen.
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Mark 1:14-20  Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming
the good news of God, and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God
has come near; repent, and believe in the good news." As Jesus passed along the
Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea--for
they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, "Follow me and I will make you fish
for people." And immediately they left their nets and followed him. As he went a
little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their
boat mending the nets. Immediately he called them; and they left their father
Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.
                                                  
i The Times-Picayune article by Bruce Nolan, Saturday January 17, 2009, 10:30 PM.
ii William Alexander Percy, The Hymnal 1982 . Church Hymnal Corporation. New York.
Hymn 661.

Tilapia is the common name for nearly a hundred species of cichlid fishes from the
tilapiine cichlid tribe. Tilapias inhabit a variety of fresh and, less commonly, brackish
water habitats from shallow streams and ponds through to rivers, lakes, and estuaries.
Most tilapias are omnivorous with a preference for soft aquatic vegetation and detritus.
They have historically been of major importance in artisanal fishing in Africa and the
Levant, and are of increasing importance in aquaculture around the world (see tilapia in
aquaculture). Where tilapia have been deliberately or accidentally introduced, they have
frequently become problematic invasive species (see tilapia as exotic species). The
common name tilapia is based on the name of the cichlid genus Tilapia, which is itself a
latinisation of thiape, the Tswana word for "fish".[1] The genus name and term was first
introduced by Scottish zoologist Andrew Smith in 1840.[2] As they have been introduced
globally for human consumption, tilapia often have specific names for them in various
languages and dialects. Certain species of tilapia are sometimes called "St. Peter's fish."
This term is taken from the account in the Christian Bible about the apostle Peter
catching a fish that carried a shekel coin in its mouth. However, no species of fish is
named in that passage of the Bible.[3] While that name is also applied to Zeus faber, a
marine fish not found in the area, one tilapia (Sarotherodon galilaeus galilaeus) is known
to be found in Sea of Galilee where the account took place.
(Chapman, Frank A. (July 1992). "Culture of Hybrid Tilapia: A Reference Profile"

(html). Circular 1051. University of Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural
Sciences. Retrieved on 2007-08-17.

Genera Summary: Tilapia" (html). Catalog of Fishes - W.N. Eschmeyer; California
Academy of Sciences.  FishBase (June 2007). Retrieved on 2007-08-17.

Matthew 17:24_27)

Josephus also reported a thriving fishing industry at this time, with 230 boats regularly
working in the lake


