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JANUARY 22, 2012
THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Catch Me If You Can
I John 1:1-4; Mark 1:14-20

Don’t you admire the person who is able to come up with a clever
phrase at just the right time?  I read the other day that when he introduced
Pope Pius XII to a gathering, former St. Louis Cardinals outfielder Ducky
Medwick said, “We have a lot in common.  I also used to be a Cardinal.”

Of course, Yogi Berra is famous–maybe infamous–for his quips and
puns.  On one occasion the wife of New York City Mayor John Lindsay told
Yogi Berra that he looked cool.  Mr. Berra promptly responded, “Thanks.  You
don’t look so hot yourself.”

The story if often recounted of the occasion when longtime Yale
professor William Phelps “asked his students to discuss the poet Gerard
Manley Hopkins' ‘sprung rhythm’ technique.  One young man handed in his
exam reading, ‘Only God knows the answer to your question. Merry
Christmas.’  Professor Phelps returned the paper after Christmas with the
note, ‘Happy New Year.  God gets an A—you get an F.’"1  

Someone who, unfortunately will never get credit for it, offered
wonderful advice when he or she said, “When you were born, everyone
around was smiling and you were the one crying.  Live life so that when you
die, everyone around you is crying and you are the one smiling.”

Often it is the turn of a phrase, the clever use of a pun, or a metaphor
that perfectly fits the situation at hand that captures our attention and remains
with us forever.  Jesus was quite adept at using language to catch his
audience off guard and bring them around to his way of seeing things.  His
parables brought “aha moments” to people who did not quite understand what
he was about.  His sharp comebacks often stung his opponents into looking
hard at the truth.  And his clever turn of a phrase on many occasions caused
the people around him to take a closer look at this man from Galilee.
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For instance, consider this story told by Mark about Jesus calling his
disciples.  Last week we heard from John about how Jesus drew Nathanael
to himself by telling him of a premonition he had of Nathanael under a fig tree.
In Mark’s story we find Jesus walking by the seashore.  He notices two
fishermen at work.  Perhaps there is a portion of the conversation that we do
not hear.  Maybe he asked if they had had any luck that day.  They may have
chatted about the exhausting and uncertain business of fishing.  Or they may
have told him how much they loved their work and being out on the water day
after day.  Whatever conversation they had, at some point Jesus said, “Follow
me and I will make you fish for people.”  What he said was so clever and
compelling that, we are told, they immediately left their nets and followed him.

Personally I think it was a stroke of genius to equate what these men
did for a living with Jesus’ passion for life.  And it worked.  Had he come upon
two women who were weaving cloth, he might have said, “Follow me and I will
teach you help people weave a colorful life.”  To farmers he might have said,
“Follow me and I will make you grow children of God.”  To shepherds
watching their flocks he might have urged, “Follow me and I will make you
shepherds of souls.”  I like the “fishers of people” image but Jesus was clever
enough to apply the idea to any number of trades.

“Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”  Certainly Jesus had in
mind the work of catching people’s hearts and reeling them into a more
meaningful relationship with God.  I also think that we can erroneously limit
the meaning of his clever phrase to nothing more than evangelism.  Most of
us, when we read or hear this story, think that it refers only to catching people
in the net of God’s salvation and saving their souls.  I wonder if “fishing for
people” could mean that–and more.  When we cast our nets into the deep
waters of life, what are other ways we can “catch” one another that are just
as much a part of the calling of Christ as bringing them to faith in the first
place?

One of the first things I think about is catching people when they fall.
How many times does a parent catch a toddler when she falls as she learns
to walk?  Do you remember the process of teaching a child to ride a bike?
You hold onto the handlebars at first as he gets used to steering.  Then you
hold onto the seat to steady the bike as he wobbles along.  Finally, you let go
and trot alongside the bike ready to catch it before it topples over with its
precious cargo.  As children grow older and the risks and falls become more
significant, parents do their best to catch them and soothe bruised egos or
hurt feelings.  When friends and loved ones fall for any number of reasons,
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we try to catch them and help them get back on their feet.  When you fish for
people, catching them may mean taking care of them when life causes them
to stumble and fall.

I was not at all surprised, but I was impressed, when over a year ago a
young man was injured playing football for Rocky Mount Academy and people
rushed to help.  This community, as well as the opposing school’s community,
caught that young man and his family in a net of compassion and assistance
that was astounding.  It happens over and over around here.  Men who have
fallen because of addictions are caught and nurtured by to life by the Christian
Men’s Fellowship Home.  Women are caught are cared for by the Lighthouse
ministry.  Tragedy or misfortune happens and people rally.  A need a rises
and you respond.  We fall and someone is there to catch us and help us back
to our feet.  Jesus’ parable of the Samaritan and the man in the ditch is an
unforgettable example of what can happen when we catch someone and help
them regain a vibrant life.  Fishing for people means catching them when they
fall and helping them back up.

Fishing for people can also involve catching them before they make a
mistake.  Friends and family can have a profound impact on someone’s life
when they intervene before tragedy strikes.  No doubt you have heard the
story of the battleship which had been at sea on maneuvers in heavy weather
for several days:

The visibility was poor with patchy fog, so the captain
remained on the bridge keeping an eye on all activities.  Shortly
after dark, the lookout on the wing reported, "Light, bearing on the
starboard bow."

"Is it steady or moving astern?" the captain called out.
The lookout replied, "Steady, Captain," which meant they

were on a dangerous collision course with that ship.
The captain then called to the signalman, "Signal that ship:

'We are on a collision course, advise you change course twenty
degrees.'"

Back came the signal, "Advisable for you to change course
twenty degrees."

The captain said, "Send: "I'm a captain, change course
twenty degrees.'"

"I'm a seaman second-class," came the reply.  "You had
better change course twenty degrees."
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By that time the captain was furious.  He spat out, "Send:
'I'm a battleship.  Change course twenty degrees.'"

Back came the flashing light, "I'm a lighthouse."
The battleship changed course.

Often we can see hidden dangers before someone else.  We may have
a different perspective on the situation at hand.  Our judgment may not be
clouded by emotion.  Where were the people who knew how dangerously
close the Costa Concordia cruise ship was to the reef off the Tuscan coast
last weekend?  Where were the people who knew that the captain’s behavior
week after week was putting life in peril?  Fishing for people sometimes
involves catching them before they do something to harm themselves or
someone else.  An old Jewish proverb reminds us, "A friend is one who warns
you."

Fishing for people also involves catching them in the embrace of a
community.  Methodist pastor Cynthia Weems writes about William, a lifelong
member of her congregation in Miami who as a teenager regularly rode a bus
from his home north of the city downtown for choir practice.  Over time he
began to pay attention to the other people who rode the bus with him.  He
realized that when he went back home at the end of the day the bus was filled
with domestic workers and day laborers who were people of color.  Because
they were not allowed to ride up front, these passengers crowded into the
back of the bus where the seats were quickly occupied leaving many people
to stand.  Bothered by what he saw, this young man began sitting at the back
of the bus himself.  When all of those seats were taken, he would get up and
give his seat to the next woman of color who boarded the bus.

William belonged to one of two Methodist congregations in downtown
Miami.  Situated only a few blocks apart, one was essentially a southern
congregation and the other a northern congregation.  For decades the
divisions between the two congregations were profound.  On a Saturday night
in 1965, a troubled young runaway from New York set fire to one of the
church buildings completely destroying it.  The next morning the two
congregations worshiped together in the building that was not burned.  The
effort to merge the two congregations into one family of faith was partly led by
William who believed that God created us all as his children and gave us gifts
that we need to share with one another.  Today the First United Methodist
Church in Miami, Florida is truly united.  It is a multiracial congregation, known
for its ministry with the homeless.  The members of that church refused to
abandon the city and move to the suburbs, instead making room for all people
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to have a seat on the bus headed toward realizing the kingdom of God.2  They
are fishing for people in Miami.

The writer of the Epistle of First John begins his letter in an unusual
way.  He writes, “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we
have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and
touched with our hands, concerning the word of life . . . .” I John 1:1.  Using
the physical senses, he refutes the Gnostic heresy that Jesus did not come
in the flesh and was not really human.  He also reminds us that Jesus was
one of us and his ministry was as much physical as it was spiritual.  Not only
did Jesus fish for people to bring them to salvation, he also caught them in his
web of grace so that the life they lived on this earth could be as fulfilling and
meaningful as possible.

Whether you fish or weave, farm or herd sheep, teach or manufacture,
speculate or provide goods or services, whatever you do, you can translate
your skills into caring for people.  Discipleship is all about following Jesus and
learning from him about salvation and life, about the state of our soul and the
condition of our world.  Listen to him call to you: follow me and I will make you
fish for people . . . or teach them, grow them, weave better lives for them,
shepherd them, build them up, protect them, heal them, nurture them.  When
we answer the call of the Gospel with our lives, we do exactly what Jesus had
in mind when he said, “Inasmuch as you did it for one of these least of these
my brothers and sisters, you did it for me” (Matthew 25:40).

Are you fishing for people?  Do you catch them when they fall and need
help getting up again?  Do you catch them before they make a mistake, one
that could forever change their life or the life of someone else?  Do you throw
out the net of God’s grace and welcome other people into the fellowship of
God’s love?  How do you catch people?  How do you allow other people to
catch you?  Have you been caught by the grace of God?



6

January 22, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Supplication

O God who crafted humanity from the dust of the earth, molded us into
your own divine image, and built our lives upon your steadfast mercy and
infinite wisdom, our songs and prayers, our confessions and praises are but
feeble attempts at acknowledging our need for you and our gratitude for your
never-failing mercies.  Too often we look around our world–to money or
status, to education or accomplishment, to other people or even within
ourselves–seeking security and wholeness.  But in this place we are called
to acknowledge, Loving God, our utter dependence upon your grace.  You call
us to turn to you in faith, and it is because you have been faithful to keep your
promises to us and to your people for generations, that we can find in you joy
that will brighten our weary  hearts, peace that will calm our fearful minds, and
hope that will sustain our wounded souls.  For every good gift which comes
from your generous hand, we offer to you our thanks and praise.

This day, we are also reminded that because we have received the
abundance of your gifts to us, we have been called to be faithful stewards of
possessions and talents, of time and energy.  Despite our failings and
limitations, you have entrusted to us the sacred work of sharing your love and
hope in this community and beyond.  For those who lack adequate shelter, we
are called to build.  With those who lack food or clothing or medical care, we
are called to share.  To those who lack companionship and hope, we are
called to be present.   Equip and empower us for these tasks, we pray, that
we might find the strength and courage to pattern our lives after the example
of Christ so that  your light and life will be spread to the dark and dying
corners of our world.  In the name of the One who offers abundant life now
and eternal life with you, even Jesus our Lord, we pray.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


