Catch & Release








Luke 5:1-11

What a rich story…a favorite story for many of us.  In Bibles that put headings in front of stories, it usually has a heading like, “the calling of the disciples” or “Jesus chooses his disciples,” but it really is one of the abundance miracles!  Like feeding the 5000 or turning water into 150 gallons wine for a wedding or the manna in the wilderness, this story is one that shows, literally, a boatload of miracles!
The miracle isn’t only bursting nets full of fish for men who had caught nothing all night long…this is a miracle-drenched story!  It was a miracle that the fishermen put back at all!  Think of the excuses – valid reasons, really – that they would have had for not going back 
out: We’ve already been out all night
We’re tired!  We know these waters! 
I don’t want to pay any overtime! We have our nets all cleaned!

So, the response itself is a miracle.  No deep water, no nets back out, no big catch.  And of course, the big catch was the big miracle.  Imagine it – so huge a catch it was breaking the nets and sinking the boats!  I can imagine them – laughing and cheering at first – then yelling for help as they became overwhelmed.  No one watching that morning or hearing the story later could deny it was a miracle only God himself could do.  Simon and the others surely saw it that way.
And even knowing that, I think it was another miracle of abundance when they next left everything and followed Jesus.  So, I’m curious – how would this story have ended if Simon had given those excuses and refused to go out?  That’s the miracle!  The hero of this story isn’t Simon Peter or his fellow fishermen.  There was no chance they wouldn’t go back out.  This is a story about God, our God, a God of miracles, a God who creates us to be who he needs us to be.  A God who created in Simon the spirit to obey. A God who creates in each of us the yearning and the ability to follow…to obey.
We are all part of God’s miracles.  And because he still chooses to work through us, our response is crucial as well.  How many miracles have we missed by not listening to or not following Jesus?  He wants to use us, here and now, for his miracles.  He calls us to put out into deep water.  What would it mean for you to putout into deep water, to let down your net for a catch?  To go fishing for men?  Is anyone here like me…kinda resents the new language about from now on you will be catching people rather than, “I will make you fishers of men?”  We learned it that way, snag it in songs that way.  Am I alone in this?  Nope – I see not.
But, do you know what?  We missed something important (aside from being exclusive) when we used the “fishers of  men” language.  The Greek verb used in this sentence is actually translated better as “catch and release.”  A fish on a line, an animal in a trap faces sure death, but then is released to swim again, to run free.  That’s a whole different concept!  We have been caught and released!  When Jesus catches people, we are released from the power of sin, from trying to save ourselves, from trying to be good enough to earn God’s love.  Released. Set free.  Given life.  Caught and released by Jesus – by his love, by his life death and resurrection – released to share the good news.  Jesus calls all those who know him and love him to catch and release others, too.  Let me repeat that.  All who know and love Jesus are to catch and release others for him.

Hmm.  Those who know him and love him.  Those whom he knows and loves.  So – did Jesus know those fishermen before he asked them for a boat, before he asked them to go back out into deep waters, before he asked them to leave everything and follow him?  We don’t know for sure, but back in Luke 4:38, it certainly sounds like Jesus knew Simon and was already going to Simon’s house when he learned about Simon’s mother-in-law. 

When I was doing some boats and nets and fishing research for today,  somehow I came upon the story of the Jesus boat.  It was found in 1986 when the lake was very low, buried and preserved near the very spot where this story took place.  It is in a museum in Israel now, but a link from that story took me to another one (one which I cannot vouch for it’s veracity – in fact, probably quite the contrary) but it was thought provoking just the same.  This story goes that in AD 21, Jesus went to visit his father’s friend Zebedee, a boat builder whose sons were fishermen…
Truth?  Fiction?  We don’t know.  But when they found the boat in 1986, the shape of the frame and planks were unlike anything previously recorded in seafaring craft.  The planks were assembled using mortise and tenon joints locked in place with tapered wood pegs.  The nails, some with square, round or octagonal shafts, seemed more suited to domestic carpentry as did the style of their application.  Using a study of construction techniques, carbon 14 analysis and ceramic chronology, the boat is dated somewhere between the first century BC through the first century AD.
Now…the boat’s real, the story of Jesus the boat builder not that I can vouch for, but would it change the story for you?  If Jesus knew Simon and James and John?  Would it make it any less of a  miracle that these fishermen left everything to follow Jesus?  Or would it come as a reminder that our God is all about relationships!  Would it be surprising to think that Jesus might spend a year nurturing relationships with at least a few of the men he intended to ask to leave everything?  And if so – what would be the lesson for us as we are called and sent to catch and release people for Christ?

I think it says that we need to build relationships before we can expect people to listen to anything we might say or do to help them know Jesus – to help them be released by the knowledge that his great love is for them – his death was for them.
When I worked in youth and family ministry, we taught those who worked with youth, especially pastors, parents and mentors that it’s all about relationships.  We need a relationship before we can catch and release.  We used that familiar line, “If they don’t think that you care, they don’t care what you think.”   I think that’s valid for all of us…if someone doesn’t think that we care, why should they care what we think?

Look at the relationships God has put in your life.  Those who share your story, or maybe just those you share your stories with. I love how Rick Warren said it in Purpose Driven Life…our stories are a bridge we build between hearts for Jesus to walk across.  Our relationships are for God to use abundantly in his catch and release program!  Like Simon Peter, we say, “Lord, go away from me!”  Who me?  You’d use me? Sinful me?  I don’t know my Bible well enough!  I’m embarrassed (or scared or nervous) to share my faith.  And do you remember what Jesus said to Simon?  Anyone?  “Don’t be afraid!”
Jesus says to us, unequipped sinners that we are, called to proclaim the good news, “Don’t be afraid! I am still doing miracles every day!”  Jesus can take our words or our loving kindnesses and send them straight to the heart of someone waiting to hear – of someone waiting to be invited – of someone waiting to be released from doubt and despair – of someone needing new life in Jesus!

If Simon and the rest had made excuses, had not obeyed and put back out, casting their nets where they knew there were no fish, there would have been no miracle!  How many miracles do we miss by not obeying or by being afraid?  It’s probably the catch that scares us most.  Perhaps we should focus more on the release.  It’s the release that is the good news,  good news for us and for us to share.

So, back to the beach that morning.  What do you think those fishermen would have done if, after unloading all those fish, Jesus had said to them, “Okay, now – go back out into the deep water and throw out your nets.”  Again.  Do you think they would have hurried to do so?  I think so – because that is exactly what Jesus said and exactly what they did.  He said, “Follow me…into the deep waters, but this time you will be fishing for people.”  They dropped everything and followed him, and God abundantly filled those nets too.  We know because here we are 2000 years later, 2.1 billion of us caught in their nets.  Now we are part of that abundance miracle, too.  An abundance miracle by definition meets human needs and shows God’s power.  We are invited to be part of an abundance miracle – sharing the good news of Jesus!  Jesus who meets human needs and shows God’s power…God’s power to catch and forgive, to release and give life!  Who do you know who needs to know that God?  Don’t be afraid!  Put out into deep water.  Trust God to use you for one of his abundance miracles!
Jesus of Nazareth was an expert in both designing and building; he was a master at working with wood; and Zebedee had long known of the skill of the Nazareth craftsman. For a long time Zebedee had contemplated making improved boats; he now laid his plans before Jesus and invited the visiting carpenter to join him in the enterprise, and Jesus readily consented.


Jesus worked with Zebedee only a little more than one year, but during that time he created a new style of boat and established entirely new methods of boat-making. By superior technique and greatly improved methods of steaming the boards, Jesus and Zebedee began to build boats of a very superior type, craft which were far more safe for sailing the lake than were the older types. For several years Zebedee had more work, turning out these new-style boats, than his small establishment could handle; in less than five years practically all the craft on the lake had been built in the shop of Zebedee at Capernaum. Jesus became well known to the Galilean fisherfolk as the designer of the new boats.
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