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Sermon:  Luke 5: 1-11 (Catching people)
Fishing for people.  It must be admitted, this is a strange metaphor to use for bringing others into the Kingdom of God.  Fishermen bait a hook, cast the line, then haul in their catch and take it to market.  Or they use a net, dragging the fish, flailing, out of the water.  How unlike the ‘good shepherd,’ who cares for his sheep, searches out the lost, and knows them by name.  You never hear about the ‘good fisherman.’
Our gospel today says, “From now on you will be catching people.”  In the Greek, the literal translation of ‘catching people’ is ese zogron, ‘you will be taking them alive.’  Some commentators think that this was Luke’s way of softening the more troubling part of the metaphor.  With the ‘taking them alive’ reference better suited to the idea of saving people from death and preserving their life, as members of the Kingdom.

And that’s what our gospel is all about -- “catching people alive”, a.k.a., evangelism.  Now I need to share a story with you about this.  By now you know that I am committed to St. Paul’s mission of seeking, serving, and sharing Christ.  And that I encouraged all of you to think of stewardship not only regarding money, but in terms of what you do with your time – how you, specifically, planned to seek, serve, and share Christ.
So before pledge Sunday I asked Paulette about her pledge card.  And she said, “I thought you had already filled ours out.”  I said, “Yes, regarding the money.  But what about your other commitment – about seeking, serving and sharing Christ?  Aren’t you going to write something down?”  She looked at me and said, “I don’t do that.”  OK, after an incredulous look from me, and some cajoling on my part, she wrote something down.
Now some of you were really good about filling out the second side of your pledge cards.  And some of you, evidently, “Don’t do that.”  But I am far from giving up.  Because I believe that we need to act on our mission.  Every one of us.  And the best way to reach a goal is by writing down the steps you plan to take to reach it.

There is a lot that we need to do outside these four walls as Christians.  And sharing Christ, evangelism, is one of them.  But the good news is that it can be a wonderful feeling, and that the act of evangelizing can be extraordinarily healing to others.  Depending on how it is done.  Lord knows, it can be done wrongly.
There’s a book called a.k.a. “Lost
, written by Jim Henderson with a forward by Brian McLaren.  McLaren, by the way, will be the featured speaker and workshop leader at our Diocesan Convention, next weekend.  Addressing evangelism, so you’ll probably hear more about this in the future.  In McLaren’s forward to Henderson’s book, he tells about an interview he had on a Christian talk-radio program.  During the interview, which was supposed to be about McLaren’s book, he was asked a number of questions about his personal beliefs.
During a break, the radio-show host asked him, “Tell me this.  If you’re talking to someone who doesn’t believe in Jesus, will you or will you not tell him he’s going to hell?”  McLaren responded, “Why would you want me to say that?  In my experience, if you begin by condemning people, it doesn’t normally make them want to believe what you believe.  It makes them feel intimidated, rejected, insulted, and dehumanized.”  At the end of his forward, McLaren reflected that the interview had not been that much fun for him.  Adding that the host concluded the interview by saying, “Thank you, Brian, for being with us . . . Now for someone I know you’ll agree with . . . John Slate of John Slate Ford.  He can meet all your new and used car needs.”
We know that it can be done wrongly.  Most of us have first-hand experience with folks who either irritate us with their attempt to evangelize, or leave us no inclination to do what they ask.  But we are all here today, and there is not one of us who was not evangelized, successfully, by someone.

It’s worth reflecting on our own experience.  Many times, but not always, it is our parents.  Sometimes a spouse.  Sometimes a friend or colleague.  But someone who on one, or more likely many occasions, talked with you about their faith.
Ask yourself what they did right.  For me, many helped.  I remember my father going to church every Sunday.  If it snowed, he got up early and shoveled the driveway so he could get to church.  I think it was just him and the Roman Catholics next door that made it to church with a foot of snow on the ground.  I remember my mother-in-law, who was a saint, bless her soul.  And a devout Baptist.  She sent us a King James Version, Jerry Falwell “Faith Partners” edition Bible when I was 34.  Which hit me at just the right time and drew me back to the faith.  I remember a colleague at work named Perry Teymourian.  Who was a convert to Christianity from the Muslim faith, and who pursued me quietly but constantly, talking with me about his faith.

And I remember Alma McAlister, a Christian friend of my mother.  My brother died when he was young, just 25.  Completely unexpectedly, Dec 29th,  1978.  He was the family pride and joy – Princeton grad, Harvard Law degree, working on Wall Street.  Suddenly gone.  We were all in a daze.  Alma comes to the door of our home with a baked ham in a pot.  Saying, “Take this.  Even if you don’t want it now, you might later.”  Then she left.  I remember piecing off that ham much later that night.  For me it was perhaps the greatest act of Christian kindness that I ever received.  She left us alone when we needed to be alone, but she left us what we needed.
So think back over your own experience, and who brought you to Christ.  The first time or the second or the tenth.  I think you will find that above all else that they were genuine.  That they cared for you.  That it was not manipulative or self-serving.

Then think about your motivation to bring others to Christ.  Yes, we are told in the Bible, by our church and by our conscience that we should share our faith.  Every time we renew our baptismal vows, we are asked, “Will you proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ?” And each of us says, “I will, with God’s help.”  Making us all evangelists.  But this is acting out of obedience, keeping our word.  Go further, why should we want to do this?  What do we want to share?  What is so precious about this gift someone else passed on to us?
For many of us it’s because our faith in Christ has helped us survive in this world.  Elizabeth Geitz wrote a book called Fireweed Evangelism
.  Fireweed, she writes, is the first flower to bloom in burned-out places after a catastrophe.  Bringing abundant, colorful life out of the ashes of death.  She contrasts fireweed evangelism with the approach of trying to get people to say the believer’s prayer, to become “born again” and so “saved.”
Geitz writes, “God never spoke to me in this way.  Instead, God spoke to me through personal life experiences and my ministry.  When I was in my late thirties, my mother took her own life, hurtling me into the depths of a woundedness I could never have imagined . . . My head knew that for many years she had suffered from clinical depression from which she could find no relief.  Yet my heart was the heart of a child who felt betrayed, abandoned, and hurt beyond all reason, even though I was thirty-seven at the time of her death.

Into the midst of this woundedness, Jesus came into my life, sat beside me, held me, and did not let me go.  At the same time, I knew that he was also sitting beside my mother, holding her and loving her deeply.”
This is my motivation for evangelism.  Yours may be different, and that’s OK.  For me, it’s that Jesus can come to someone, anyone, who suffers.  And sit with them and never let them go.  But Jesus has no hands but our hands, and we must share him with others so he can heal them.

There are so many that are hurting, that hunger for God’s comfort and assurance that all will be well.  This past Wednesday Fr. Michael talked about spending four hours at Applebee’s.  Because a waitress overheard his conversation with another, then asked him to talk with her.  She was a young woman and mother, and she needed someone to listen to her.  And to pray with her.

The week or so earlier I was taking communion to Trixie Podolsky.  I was misdirected to the wrong room, but decided to ask if the woman would like me to pray with her.  We talked, and I learned that she was suffering from cancer.  She had beaten it four times already, and planned to beat it again.  We talked, and we prayed, and she was so grateful.
I believe that God gives us many opportunities to reach out to others in Christ’s name.  All it takes is some sensitivity to others we encounter during our day-to-day lives.  Sometimes those we know, sometimes strangers.  Engaging in some conversation but focusing on them.  Listening, and saying no more than necessary to help them share their life with us.  Asking them if we can pray with them, or for them.
All we are asked to do is try.  Even when we have been fishing all night and not caught anything and have started cleaning our nets.  Even when we have never really had much luck sharing Christ and have just stopped trying.  This is when Jesus tells us, “Let down your net over there.”
Let’s try and be like Peter, and say, “If you say so, Lord.  If you say so.”  Don’t worry about the catch.  Jesus will take care of that.  Just let down the nets, one more time.
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