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Isaiah 6:1-13; Psalm 138; 1 Corinthians 15:1-11; Luke 5:1-11
We know enough about Simon Peter to be able to read the story about his call as a disciple with a little bit of irony.  Jesus is teaching the crowd as he stands by a lake.  The people are pressing in upon him, so he gets into one of the boats in the water—which happens to belong to Peter and his brothers.  They had fished all night without a catch, and when Jesus tells Peter to put down the net again, Peter does so without much expectation.  He is quick to point out to Jesus that they had fished all night and caught nothing.  
However, the miraculous happens, and the nets begin to break with the weight of the fish.  They fill up two boats that are almost about to sink.  Peter is immediately on his knees, astonished and marveling at what has occurred.  Jesus had already healed Peter’s mother-in-law from her fever, so after this further proof of Jesus’ divinity, Peter is about ripe to be picked as an Apostle of this miracle worker.

We can imagine that Peter and his pals were ecstatic at the possibilities of “hooking up” with Jesus for the greatest fishing enterprise of the time.  This Jesus was a marvel, and no doubt he could make all of them a heap of money!  But Jesus had other things in mind for Peter and James and John:  henceforth, they would not be fishermen, but “fishers of men,” or in today’s language, “fishers of people.”  
They left everything and followed him—surely convinced, as Peter demonstrates late and soon, that “success” in the new venture would bring them success in every standard the world had to offer,
 far removed from their former lives as fishermen.

In the Hebrew Scripture reading for today, Isaiah has a most astounding vision that shook him to his core.  He cries out, “Woe is me!  I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips…”   Yet he is purified and his sin cleansed and forgiven.  When the Lord asks, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us, Isaiah says, “Here am I; send me!”  And we know what happened:   God chose Isaiah to be a mighty prophet to the people.
Time and time again God chooses the unlikely, the unprepared, the weakest, to do God’s bidding in extraordinary ways, accomplishing remarkable success for the Kingdom.  Scripture is full of examples of God’s choosing the least likely to succeed.

Abraham and Sarah were too old

Noah was a drunk
Isaac was a daydreamer
Jacob was a liar and a trickster
Leah, poor Leah, was considered ugly

Joseph was abused by his brothers
Moses had a stuttering problem
Gideon was afraid
Sampson was a womanizer

Rahab was a prostitute
Jeremiah and Timothy were too young
David (the man after God’s own heart) was an adulterer and a murderer
Elijah was suicidal













Page 2

Jonah ran from God (we know what happened to him)
Naomi was a poor widow
Job went bankrupt
John the Baptist was an eccentric
Peter denied Christ
The Disciples fell asleep while praying
Martha worried about everything
The Samaritan woman was divorced, more than once (6 times actually)
Zaccheus was too short
Paul was too religious, that is, after he persecuted Christians
Timothy had an ulcer…the list goes on…
With both Isaiah and Peter and the others, God chose, God prepared, and God empowered them to perform the tasks and to become miracle workers for the Kingdom.  God did through them what they were not able to do by themselves.  And in modern times, God still chooses the unlikely person and transforms him or her in ways that they perhaps hadn’t mapped out for themselves.  
You know, so often we tear into our life’s work or volunteer organizations thinking we are going to be saviors, that our experience and education will save the day.  But strangely, it is often in an area that we would never see ourselves, or an area in which we are not particularly gifted, or an area that we doubt has much merit or prestige, that God chooses to use us—and use us mightily.
The theologian G. K. Chesterton was very conscious of modernity, that is, of the philosophies that were based on doubt and suspicion of everything.  He wrote more than half a century ago, “Most modern philosophies are not philosophy but philosophic doubt; that is, doubt about whether there can be any philosophy.”  In other words, modern people don’t so much lack belief in God, but we lack belief that there is anything worth believing in.

When, like the disciples on the sea in the fishing boats after a night of fishing failure, we come to an end of human hope, then there is no hope, nothing worth believing in, no philosophy to be had unless someone comes to us, in the night, someone from the outside of our resources.  Someone who does for us that which we cannot do for ourselves.

Most clergy get frustrated from time to time because many parishioners sit on the sidelines, not getting involved, while a few others work like bees in a hive, working themselves to a frazzle.  They usually attribute this phenomenon to lack of commitment, or apathy, or outside distractions.  But I think that another cause might be the reason for lack of serious involvement:  Fear…maybe of failing God or the church, or of not being capable, or of not being good enough to be used for God’s service.  Or perhaps somewhere in our past is a sin that God long ago forgave, but a sin for which we haven’t forgiven ourselves, and the memory of this sin unnerves and paralyses us.
News flash!  Until you have failed God, yourself and others, until you realize that you don’t know everything and can’t do everything, you aren’t the kind of material God is looking for.  Why?  Because unless and until you have been humbled by life, you probably would never see your need for God’s intervention.  You are content to strive in your own strength.  But at such time as you can let go and admit your limitations and frailties, at such time God can use you.  And, you will be serving a different master who has a different agenda.
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Peter’s agenda was to be a successful fisherman.  God’s agenda for Peter was to become an Apostle in the fledgling Christian movement and the first head of the Christian Church.  It didn’t come overnight.  Even after learning from and living with Jesus, and seeing his miracles, and performing miracles himself—Peter would yet fail miserably.  Perhaps his greatest failure would take place right before the dawn of his greatest service for God.  Peter would deny Jesus, not once, but three times.

Will Willimon, one of the great preachers of our day, tells a most revealing story.  He attended a conference where Jim Wallis, Sojourners Evangelical activist, was speaking to clergy.  He gave a lecture on “The Renewal of the Inner City Church.”  Wallis simply stood up and told story upon story of declining inner city churches that had, by the grace of God, rediscovered their mission.  Willimon personally was inspired by Wallis’ stories of churches that really worked.

Yet, in the conversation afterwards, one pastor after another criticized Wallis’ speech.  They accused him of looking at the church through naïve, rose-colored-glasses-idealism.  One even implied that Wallis had lied.  At dinner that evening, Willimon told Wallis that he was appalled by the group’s reaction.  
“I wasn’t,” said Wallis.  “That’s the reaction I always get from mainline, liberal pastors.  They are amazed when God wins.  Just scared to death that Easter just might be, after all, true.”

What are you afraid of?  What fears keep you from believing that God can and will use you if you let him?  Are you willing to take the risk?  Maybe you’re afraid that God really will use you in a mighty way.  Imagine…
God’s Holy Spirit longs to come to you and transform you into Disciples with a purpose and mission.  God yearns to bless you with joy and a sense of purpose in serving God’s vision for all creation.  If you’ve taken the plunge, you already know what I’m talking about.  But, if you’ve been fishing all night and haven’t caught anything that fills your boat, maybe it’s time to let Jesus show you the right time and place. 

Let us pray:  Lord, in the face of so many setbacks, disappointments, and discouragements, we tend to lose heart.  Our strength is unequal to the tasks that are set before us.  We do not have within ourselves what we need to triumph.  And what we experience in ourselves, we also know is in the church.  The church, called to reach out to the world in your name, called to spread your gospel to all, is weak and resigned, defeated, and despondent.  Yet you come to us, you speak to us, reassure us, and enable us to go on, to triumph, and to see the dawn.  Thanks be to God who does for us more than we can do for ourselves!  Amen.
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