“Let’s Go Fish’ng”
Mark 1:14-20

When I was a little boy, I used to go fishing with my Uncle Jim.  Early in the morning, Uncle Jim would pick up my brother and me.  My mother would have made sack lunches for all of us.  Uncle Jim would drive us to the lake, pulling his fishing boat behind his car.
Once we were at the lake and on the water, Uncle Jim would tie the fishing lure on the line for us.  My brother and I were a little too young to cast, so Uncle Jim just had us stick out poles off the side of the boat.  And he would drive the boat up and down his favorite fishing spots.  If we got bored, he even had pole holders attached to the side of the boat.  And Uncle Jim would watch our lines and tell us when we had a bite.
Fishing seemed easy enough to me back then.  You just put bait on the end of your fishing line and plopped it in the water.  That’s all there was to it.  Or at least that’s what I thought.  I didn’t realize all the decisions my Uncle Jim was making for me and my brother.  What type of bait to use?  Where to fish?  The time of day to start?  It looked easy enough to me.  Now I know better.
This knowledge really came home to me as I was listening to a conversation between my son and his Pal.  Stewart Baggett is Hunter’s Pal Partner in our church, and Stewart has taken Hunter fishing.  And let me tell you, Stewart approaches fishing with scientific reasoning.  According to a report written by a Harvard PhD, the eyes of fresh water fish are sensitive to UV light.  When light is strong at the middle of a clear day, the fish will go deep and find shade.  This is not a good time to fish.  It’s better to fish on a cloudy day or early in the morning.
Fish can also tell when a storm front is moving in.  They feel the rise in barometric pressure.  After a storm, all the dust and debris in the air will be washed clean, and the UV light will be stronger.  In anticipation of this brighter light, fish will eat like crazy before a storm.  That’s a good time to fish.  But after the storm the fish will be full and the light will be bright.  The fish will swim deep for shade after a storm.  This is not a good time to fish.  
Now did you ever know that fishing could be so complicated?  I just thought you put bait on the end of your line and plopped it in the water.
In our New Testament Scripture reading this morning from Mark’s Gospel, Jesus begins his public ministry by proclaiming:  “Time’s up!  God’s kingdom is here.  Change your life and believe the Message.”  That’s how Eugene Peterson paraphrases this verse from Mark’s Gospel.  But according to the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible that I read this morning, Jesus says, “The time is fulfilled.  The Kingdom of God has come near.  Repent [turn your lives around], and believe the good news [believe the Gospel message].”
Jesus says, “You guys don’t get it.  The way you are living isn’t what God had in mind when God created this world.  You’re killing each other, and you’re killing your own spirit.  Well enough is enough.  This is God’s world and God’s kingdom.  And I’m here to show you how we were intended to live in God’s kingdom.  And I’m here to make it possible for you to live into God’s kingdom.  So repent.  Turn your lives around and follow me.  Believe that a better life is possible; believe this Good news.”

But Jesus realizes that he’s just one person.  While on earth he could only be in one place at a time, and Jesus realized that, after he leaves the earth, he will need people to continue spreading this message.  So Jesus starts to gather a following.
While walking by the sea shore, Jesus sees Simon and his brother Andrew.  And these brothers happened to be fishermen.  So Jesus calls them to come and join his ministry by using a metaphor they would understand.  “Come and follow me; (join my ministry; learn about how God intended for us to live together in God’s Kingdom, and proclaim that message of Good News.)  Instead of fishing for fish, I’ll teach you how to fish for people.”

Years ago I remember hearing a sermon on this passage, and I remember the preacher talking about his childhood experience with fishing.  And he said that when he went fishing as a little boy, he learned to give his line a little giggle, and that would entice the fish to bite.  It seemed to me that the point of his sermon was that we just need to giggle our proclamation of the Gospel message to entice people to come to church.
But my concern is that sometimes Christian today don’t understand what it means to fish for people.  Instead of proclaiming God’s Kingdom and calling people to follow Jesus into life in the kingdom, to trust in Jesus for new life and salvation, we simple invite people to join our church.  Sometimes Christians try to giggle the fishing line by saying things like, “Why don’t you come to our church.  Our preacher is real entertaining.  She’ll make you laugh.”  Or “Come to our Christmas Cantata,” or “Come hear our praise band.  Our music is great!”  Or “Our youth group has a lot of fun activities.  Your children would enjoy it.”  
We try to giggle the fishing line by selling the features and programs of the church, instead of sharing our faith, instead of telling others how the church has helped us grow closer to God, how the church has helped us to find meaning and purpose and direction in our lives.
Now in all fairness I’ve got to warn you that it’s a tough time to go fishing for people.  According to a recent article in USA Today, more and more Americans approach the topic of God and Religion with an attitude of “So What?”  More and more young people are, to quote the article: “uninterested in trying to talk a diverse set of friends into a shared viewpoint in a culture that celebrates an idea that all truths are equally valid.”  Diana Butler Bass writes, “For [many people] the Almighty is off the radar, like some tiny foreign country they know exists but never think about.”  A young engineer was quoted as saying, “God?  Purpose?  You don’t need an opinion on those things to function.”
In other words, fishing for people in today’s world is like fishing at high noon on a bright clear day right after a storm.  For decades Mainline Churches have underestimated the intricacies of fishing for people.  We’ve assumed that all you had to do was hang a sign outside that said “Presbyterian Church,” and loyal Presbyterians who moved to town would come find us.  Just put the bait on the end of the line and plop it in the water.
But it’s time for us to stop trying to giggle the fishing line by selling the features and programs of the church, instead of sharing our faith, and that means telling others how the church has helped us grow closer to God, how the church has helped us to find a life with meaning and purpose, a life with joy and peace and hope and love.

Now hear are some of the ways I have heard you tell your story.  Here are some examples of sharing your faith:
“When my spouse died, I felt God’s love all around me.  My church reached out and loved me, supported me, and carried me through that hard time.  Through my church, I knew that God was with me.”
Or sharing your faith might sound like this:

“I used to believe that life was all about having as much fun as I could have.  And I had a lot of fun.  But after a while, I got bored with fun.  I spent most of my life living for myself and my own satisfaction.  But eventually I realized that living only for me was a very unsatisfying way of life.  But through the Church, I am finding a very satisfying way of life.  Following in the footsteps of Jesus, who came, not to be served, but to serve others, I’m starting, for the first time, to live.”

Or sharing your faith might sound like this:

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, some big mistakes.  And my mistakes have cost me a lot of friendships and brought a lot of hard times.  And I reached a place in life where I hated myself.  I felt unlovable, and in response I became unlovable.  I rejected others before they could reject me.  But through the church, I learned that I am lovable, because God made me, and God loves me, and in the church I met God’s children who love me, and they’re teaching me how to love.”
And I could go on and on and on with examples of sharing your faith - talking about the difference that God has made in your life.  And folks that is what we have to learn how to do, share our faith in God, if we want to fish for people in today’s world.

So what’s your story?  What difference has God made in your life?  And how has the church been a part of that process?  If you don’t quite know how to put it into words, why don’t you start coming to my Bible Study on the Book of Acts.  That’s a big part of what we’re doing.  I hope you will come.  Together we’ll find the words to tell your story.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Let us pray:

Thank you, Lord, for creating us, and loving us, and finding us when we were lost, and bringing us home to your church.  Help us find the words to describe the difference you have made in our lives.  And give us the courage, the opportunity, and the compassion to tell our story.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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