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“Hearing Is Believing” 
A SERMON on Luke 5:1-11 for the 5th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C 
Preached 6 February 2022 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 
 

If you were to read the novel Saint Maybe by Anne Tyler, you’d meet a nineteen-year-old 
named Ian who decides to take a major detour in his life—a decision that involves giving up his 
college career and his life plans.  Instead, he’s going to help raise his brother’s now-orphaned 
children and take on a job in the skilled trades.  And Ian comes to this life-altering course change 
because of the influence of a new church that he’s joined, a church that goes by the name the 
“Church of the Second Chance.”  The ‘Church of the Second Chance’ is a rather different kind of 
church, you see, from the typical, traditional, mainline Protestant congregation where Ian’s 
parents had raised him and the whole family.  

When Ian tells his parents of his decision to change course in life… well… his parents don’t 
take it so well, to say the least.  All they hear is “dropping out”.   

After further back-and-forth about Ian’s plans, and his parent’s disapproval, the 
conversation takes an even more intense turn when matters of church and faith enter the 
conversation.  Ian mentions that he is going to have help from his church in juggling his new job 
and the responsibility for the children he’s decided to help raise.   

This alarms his parents.  
“Ian, have you fallen into the hands of some sect?” his father asked.  
“No, I haven't,” Ian said. “I have merely discovered a church that makes sense to me, the 

same as Dober Street Presbyterian makes sense to you and Mom.”  
“Dober Street didn't ask us to abandon our educations,” his mother told him.  “Of course 

we have nothing against religion; we raised all of you children to be Christians.  But our church 
never asked us to abandon our entire way of life.”  

“Well, maybe it should have,” Ian said.1 
 
However shocked and dismayed Ian’s parents were about his abrupt change in course, 

when it became known that a church, of all things, was at least in part responsible, they became 
truly alarmed.  After all, plenty of people, like Ian’s parents, probably think of their religious 
participation as simply one of ‘the things’ they choose to engage in—a hobby, a special interest—
one of the things that they might choose to do amidst the panoply of other possibilities, like 
soccer or volunteering at the hospital or playing an instrument or being active with a political 
party.  The idea that church—or, moreover, that God through church—might lead to such a 
radical redirection of one’s life, well… that’s certainly not the sort of thing most of us expect in 
today’s world, at least not us who live in relatively comfortable mainstream North American 
communities.  And when it does, many of us might be as startled as were Ian’s parents.   

 
And yet, that’s exactly the sort of thing we hear about in today’s reading from the gospel of 

Luke.   
As we make our way through these early weeks of the year, we’ve been following along 

with Jesus as he gets started up in his ministry in the world.  A few weeks ago, we heard about the 
 

 
1 Anne Tyler, Saint Maybe (New York: Ballantine Books, 1991), p. 124-127.  Credit also due to the retelling of this scene in 

Anthony B. Robinson, Changing the Conversation: A Third Way for Congregations (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans, 2008), p. 63. 
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first sign that Jesus performed in the Gospel of John’s telling of the story, and since then, we’ve 
jumped back into the Gospel of Luke and have been following the story there.  So far, at least in 
these scenes from Luke we’ve been hearing, Jesus seems to be making his way around the region 
on his own.  But of course, Jesus doesn’t stay alone for long.  Not only do some crowds begin to 
follow him around, but he also begins developing some closer followers—students or 
apprentices, if you will—those people know as the disciples. 

It is a hard thing to put down your nets and follow Jesus.  It is a hard thing to give up 
everything to follow a calling.  A few years ago, I heard a friend speak of her own reflection on this 
story.  She shared how she decided to pursue a path different from everyone else in her family. She 
shared the experience of breaking with the “family business,” of breaking with the expectations of 
her parents, and setting her own course as she followed her own call.  It’s a classic story, I’m sure 
you know it:  you know, a girl grows up in a family of artists, and becomes the black sheep when 
she decides to become a lawyer.   

And if it is hard to go against the expectations that your family has for you, it is also hard 
to pivot and go against the expectations that you have for you.  After all, we all have plans for our 
lives.  We all have visions of what we will do, of the people we will become, of the path we will 
follow through life.  When we hear a call that leads us away from that path, it can be incredibly 
difficult to let go of those expectations, those visions, those plans that we have for ourselves. It 
can be terrifying to step off into an unknown direction, on an unknown path, to follow after a 
voice calling to us. 

I remember the day in my senior year at university [of college] when I told my parents that 
I was going to go to seminary.  It was January, we’d been back from Christmas break for a couple 
of weeks, and my parents had stopped by while they were in the area doing some other errands.  
As we sat in my dorm room, my mom started asking about my application process for grad school.  
You see, I was a computer science major in my undergraduate years, and my plan for quite some 
time had been to go on to grad school in order to teach at the university [college] level.  My mom, 
she commented that she hadn’t heard me talking about that for a little while.   

“Well,” I said, “I’ve decided I’m not going to go to grad school in computer science.”   
“Oh, really?”   
“Yeah, I’m actually applying to go to seminary.”   
There was a stunned look… and silence as she sat there on the couch.  Now, to be clear, it 

wasn’t that my parents were upset per say, or anything.  But for them, this had come completely 
out of the blue.  If you would have told them a few years earlier that I was going to head to 
seminary, they would have said “yeah, right!” 

But let me be honest here… in a way, it came out of the blue for me, too.  I mean, not that 
specific day—by the time I told my parents, I’d been wrestling with it on-and-off for about 9 or 10 
months.  But prior to that?  It certainly wasn’t anything I had in mind.  So, all of this was 
surprising, to be honest, and rather unsettling too.  But in its own way, it was also an exciting and 
life-giving time.  Learning to let go.  Learning to put down the things I had once thought were 
important.  Learning to trust the voice calling to me.  When I gave in to the sense of call, and 
finally made the decision that, “ok, I guess I’ll apply to seminary,” I had a sense of peace within 
that I hadn’t had in quite a long time—certainly not for any of the preceding year while I had 
wrestled back and forth. It was like I was seeing the world for the first time, and it was alive with 
possibility. 

I do not regret following this path.  It has led me to people I would have never met.  It has 
led me to places I would have never travelled, experiences I would have never imagined, a sense of 
fulfilment that I perhaps would have never found. 

The friend I mentioned earlier, who chose the “road less travelled” and became a lawyer… 
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she would say the same. Though she did not, and probably could not, have foreseen it when she 
first set out to follow the voice that called to her, that law degree in fact led her to the church. It 
led her to working, as a layperson, with clergy and laypeople in crisis.  It has led her to a journey of 
safeguarding God’s people.  It has led her to a life of creating restoration and reconciliation for 
communities filled with conflict and pain. 

We who are in authorized ministry in and on behalf of the church are rather used to 
talking like this, since along the way we end up having to tell countless committees and 
examining boards our so-called “call story”.  But we’re not the only ones who experience it.  In 
your own lives, you too have had the experience of following a call that led in an unexpected 
direction.  I believe that—I do—even if you didn’t realize it at the time, or maybe even you still 
haven’t put a name on it.  Perhaps the unexpected direction was not the direction your parents 
and family expected.  Perhaps it was not the direction you expected.  Whether it seemed like a 
small thing or a very big thing, you too, I imagine, have known the uncertainty, the 
destabilization—as well as the excitement and exhilaration—of charting a new course.  Perhaps 
you, too, have found a deeper sense of purpose and fulfilment as you have followed the voice of 
Jesus calling to you, in whatever form that voice has taken for you. 

 
§ 

 
In hearing this story about Jesus calling Simon Peter, and James and John, too, I’ll admit 

that there’s a part of me that feels an all-too-familiar sense of dread. And that’s the dread of 
exhaustion. You can hear it right in Simon Peter’s own voice: “Master, we have worked all night 
long but have caught nothing.” It’s not just me, of course; I know that so many of us are feeling so 
exhausted right now, and not only those of us with kids in our households or jobs in the 
healthcare sector. The uncertainty, the upheavals, the worry—they’re real for all of us, as is 
what’s known “decision fatigue.” We’re all tired, tired of trying to figure out how to do things, 
tired of being on the spot to make the right choice about everything from preschoolers’ lunches to 
major project launches.   

Then again, perhaps it is at just such moments as these that we should remember to listen 
for the voice to be calling.  As one wise soul reflecting on this story put it, “Is [Jesus’] timing 
maddening sometimes? Yes. But maybe his timing is also perfect. Maybe we’re most open to 
epiphanies when we’ve exhausted our own resources, and know that we’ve got nothing much to 
lose in saying ‘yes’ to one more attempt—this time with Jesus at our side.”2 After all, that’s what 
faith is really about: deciding to “trust in Jesus’ call to try once more.”3  

 
 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER. AMEN. 

 
 

2 Debie Thomas, “Same Old Same Old”, Journey With Jesus: A Weekly Webzine for the Global Church, 3 February 2019; 
http://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2075-same-old-same-old  

3 Eduard Schweizer, The Good News according to Luke, trans. David E. Green (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1984), 106. 


