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 I don’t know how many times I have watched fishermen wash their 

boats and their nets. It would be hard to note any period of my growing up 

without stumbling into fishing boats, tetrapod jetties and breakwaters, 

harbours, fish markets, nets, boxes of ice, naked light bulbs, fishing floats, 

soft gray beach sand, green waves, signal lights, wooden crates. When I 

opened the gospel of Luke to read this passage the other day, I felt shocked 

at the reality of the setting: “Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake 

of Gennesaret, and the crowd was pressing in on him to hear the word of 

God, he saw two boats there at the shore of the lake; the fishermen had 

gone out of them and were washing their nets” (Luke 5:1-2). I could see the 

action, even though I have not traveled in time to the 1st Century, even 

though I have never walked the shores of Galilee. One of my favourite songs 

is an enka song called Minatomachi Blues. It is a very old song, and every 

verse lists important harbour towns from north to south that fishermen and 

wanderers and people who listen to enka would know and appreciate: 

Hakodate, Miyako, Kamaishi, Kesennuma, Misaki, Yaizu, Omaezaki, Kochi, 

Takamatsu, Yawatahama, Beppu, Nagasaki, Makurazaki, Sakurajima, 

Kagoshima. Only one or two of those names might be recognized overseas. 



Imagine how many Romans or Greeks would recognize the lake of 

Gennesaret. It is not Ostia, Piraeus, Corinth, Alexandria or Joppa. It is the 

lake of Genessaret. It is an important place of work to the people who live in 

Galilee. Just like the less well-known harbours I visited as a kid—

Tomakomai, Haboro, Wakkanai, Kushiro, Oshamanbe, Bikuni, Shakotan. 

Not many songs about those towns. And this is where the kingdom of 

heaven is revealed—in the unnoticed places where people wash their nets. It 

is a completely non-abstract setting; it is utter reality. One washes nets; one 

mends nets; one scrubs the boats; one hauls the fish up the beach. One sees 

Jesus standing there ready to proclaim the gospel to the lost. In our age, I 

believe we are often searching for the right setting, the right opportunity, 

the right configuration of space, time, ideas and matter to realize the 

kingdom of heaven in our midst—to such a degree that we do not see Christ 

in our midst. This is not to say that Piraeus or Yokohama are not important

—they are very important. And recent events have told us how important 

our own harbour is. All places are important to God, but we do not think of 

them that way. The important places are any real places where Jesus comes 

to speak.  

Christ is standing there watching the work and waiting. Why is he 

waiting? Because at the moment, his work is going to depend on our work. 



Jesus needs an empty boat: “He got into one of the boats, the one belonging 

to Simon, and asked him to put out a little way from the shore. Then he sat 

down and taught the crowds from the boat” (Luke 5:3). It is not at the 

temple; it is not in a synagogue; it is right here in a fishing boat on the lake 

that Jesus begins to share the word of God with the people crowding the 

shore. Jesus went to the synagogue regularly and he visited the temple 

numerous times—but much of the gospel s not proclaimed there. It is 

proclaimed in the everyday, working world. And this is remarkable. Before 

we proceed, we should consider what is happening. This is one of the 

greatest gifts of all times, but how will it be received? Which Jesus will you 

encounter today? Will you encounter the Jesus of form criticism? The Jesus 

of source criticism? The Jesus of semiotics? The Jesus of posthumanism? 

Which Jesus is going to speak from that empty boat? There is an interesting 

parable that Kierkegaard uses in how we read the Bible: “In the metaphor 

or parable, the lover receives a letter from his beloved in a foreign language, 

and therefore must first decipher the text with the help of a dictionary. This 

reader and love will not think that during all this time spent deciphering he 

is actually reading the love letter. In fact, the recipient of the letter—the 

lover—gets quite angry when a friend suggest that he is reading the letter 

from his beloved when he is still deciphering it: ‘ “Have you gone mad?” [he 



exclaims] ‘Do you think this is reading a letter from my beloved! No, my 

friend, I am sitting her toiling and moiling with a dictionary to get it 

translated. At times I am ready to explode with impatience; the blood 

rushes to my head and I would just as soon hurl the dictionary on the floor

—and you call that reading—you must be joking! No, thank God, I am soon 

finished with the translation and then, yes, then, I shall read my beloved’s 

letter; that is altogether different…”’” (Thomas J. Millay, You Must Change 

Your Life: Søren Kierkegaard’s Philosophy of Reading. Eugene, OR: 

Cascade Books, 2020. 13-14). I wonder sometimes if we know what we are 

doing in the translation process, or whether we are getting lost in labyrinths 

of our own making—we cannot even make it down to the shore. 

The reason Jesus had to borrow an empty boat and put out to sea was 

because the crowd was mobbing him—that is how eager they were to hear 

the voice of Jesus, to hear him proclaim the word of God. What a wonderful 

gift! To hear God speak to you! It is just some rabbi, some carpenter, some 

friend of fishermen interrupting the workday, but it is also the living God, 

the living God in the flesh who is speaking, who is teaching. In our age, are 

we able to let God speak to us in this setting and in this way? Would this 

awareness perhaps change our disposition? I learned a new word this week: 

Dominical words. Those are the words of the Lord—the ones that were 



printed in red ink once upon a time. While sick at home, I got curious, so I 

took the time to count up the verses in the Gospel of Mark. It only occurred 

to me after I had finished my calculations that I could have looked that up, 

but never mind. I was sick, and sickness has its benefits. It turns out that 

the gospel has 11,304 words and 678 verses. Out of the 678 verses, 284 

verses are composed partly or entirely of Dominical words, the words of 

our Lord. That is about 42% of the gospel. Would the words of Jesus form 

42% of our thoughts about him today? Would our time spent with the 

Teacher come close to 42% of our day? What I love about this chapter is 

that we do not know what Jesus taught on the shore. The emphasis is that 

the crowd wanted to hear him. They hungered and thirsted for His word. 

They listened to Him. Because everything Jesus taught was good and 

perfect, the most wonderful gift one could imagine. And yet, how it seems 

we would rather spend time making calculations like I did or struggling 

with the dictionary instead of reading the love letter, instead of listening to 

the Lord—not analyzing, not questioning, not waiting for the pause to insert 

ourselves or our theories, but just listening.  Standing on the shore and 

listening to the Lord Jesus speak of the kingdom of heaven.  

And then something extraordinary happens after the lecture by the 

sea. The experts of fishing yield to the carpenter when he asks them to do 



something that does not appear to have anything to do with teaching or 

proper fishing: “When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out 

into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.’ Simon answered, 

‘Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing. Yet if you 

say so, I will let down the nets.’ When they had done this, they caught so 

many fish that their nets were beginning to break” (Luke 5:4-6). The empty 

boat was ready for Jesus to use because there had been nothing to haul up 

to the tax office. They were washing the boats, but they were not hauling 

fish. Having nothing, they went out into deep water with the Teacher. Our 

generation believes, deep down, that we are all experts—experts of our own 

experience, experts of other people’s experience, experts of the world’s 

experience in general. Refreshingly, the scriptures do not place much value 

on that expertise or experience. In one of the last chapters of Works of 

Love, Kierkegaard makes this observation: “Thus in our time all are wise; 

only here and there is a solitary one who is a fool. The world is so close to 

having achieved perfection that now all are the wise; if there were not the 

individual eccentrics and fools, the world would be completely perfect. 

Amid all this God sits, as it were, in heaven and waits. No one longs to be 

away from this noise and tumult of the moment in order to find the quiet 

wherein God dwells; although men admire men and admire God—because 



he is like all the rest—no one longs for the solitude in which one prays to 

God” (Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love. Tr. Howard and Edna Hong. New 

York: HarperPerennial, 2009. 338-339). It was not the case with the 

fishermen who follow Jesus. They abandon their expertise and their 

common sense, and go out into the deep water with their nothingness and 

with the Teacher. They bring their nothingness. Most of us probably know 

where this is going. There will be a miraculous catch of fish. Peter will ask 

Jesus to depart because he is ashamed of his sinfulness. And Jesus will tell 

him not to be afraid—that from now on they will be fishing for human 

beings. And then they will abandon their boats and nets and follow Christ. 

And those are all subjects worthy of sermons, sermons much better than 

this one. And it doesn’t have to necessarily apply to missions, evangelism, 

or social programs. It might inspire those and inform them, but they will 

still be the effects, not the cause. What I want to stress today is this: Though 

you have caught nothing in life, put out into the deep water and let down 

your nets. Follow Jesus into the deep water away from the safety of the 

shore. Thomas Merton once wrote the following: “The secret of my identity 

is hidden in the love and mercy of God. But whatever is in God is really 

identical with Him, for His infinite simplicity admits no division and no 

distinction. Therefore I cannot hope to find myself anywhere except in 



Him. Ultimately the only way that I can be myself is to become identified 

with Him in Whom is hidden the reason and fulfillment of my existence. 

Therefore there is only one problem on which all my existence, my peace 

and my happiness depend: to discover myself in discovering God. If I find 

Him I will find myself and if I find my true self I will find Him. But 

although this looks simple, it is in reality immensely difficult. In fact, if I am 

left to myself it will be utterly impossible. For although I can know 

something of God’s existence and nature by my own reason, there is no 

human and rational way in which I can arrive at that contact, that 

possession of Him, which will be the discovery of Who He really is and of 

Who I am in in Him. That is something that no man can ever do alone. Nor 

can all the men and all the created things in the universe help him in this 

work. The only One Who can teach me to find God is God, Himself, Alone” 

(Thomas Merton, Silence, Joy. New York: New Directions, 2018. 54-55).  

Though you have caught nothing in life, come to the shore where they 

are washing the boats and listen to your God. And then put out into the 

deep water, alone with your Saviour, and let down your nets. That in itself 

is the real miracle. Follow Jesus into the deep water. And then you will be 

ready to abandon your nets and boats and really follow Him.  


