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“Learning to Fish in a New Place” 

Text: Luke 5:1-11 
 
Every afternoon in the teacher’s lounge the same scenario played out.  Mr. Wilson would 
tentatively open his lunch sack, look inside and exclaim, “Oh, peanut butter and jelly again.  I 
hate peanut butter and jelly.”  The next day, the same thing.  Mr. Wilson cautiously opened his 
lunch box, looked inside and exclaimed, “Ugh! Peanut butter and jelly again.”   
 
Soon all the teachers were watching to see what would be in his lunch box day after day.  When 
he opened it again and shouted, “Yuck!  Peanut butter and jelly again.  I hate peanut butter and 
jelly.”  One of the teachers gently said to him, “If you don’t like peanut butter and jelly you 
should tell your wife so she can pack something different. 
 
Mr. Wilson replied, “You leave my wife out of this.  I pack my own lunches!” 
 
It goes back to the old adage, “If you keep doing the same thing, you shouldn’t expect different 
results.”  Sometimes we wish for something different.  But we have to be willing to explore new 
options. 
 
In her book, “Pilgrim at Tinker Creek” Annie Dillard writes about a species of moth caterpillars 
who travel in a straight line, following their leader like a caterpillar train.  The leader will lay a 
strand of silk for the others behind to follow.  Each caterpillar adds its thread to the original track 
enabling those behind to follow along. 
 
A researcher named J. Henri Fabre collected these caterpillars in his lab to see if they ever 
deviate from the path of the ones ahead of them.  He placed the leader on a large circular vase 
and watched as the leader walked around the circumference of the vase.  Then he added more 
caterpillars to see if they would continue on this never ending circular route.  They did.  Day 
after day, they marched in a circle around the vase, each following the one in front of them, none 
daring to abandon the pathway. 
 
When I first read that book I was in seminary and I wrote in the margins, “Sounds like the 
church!”  Perhaps I was being too harsh upon the church or unwilling to turn the mirror to my 
own life.  But I suspect there are a lot of places in our lives, in our community, where the most 
apt analogy is that we are marching in circles without really accomplishing anything.  Unhappy 
with the status quo but too anxious to step off the familiar path and try something different.  
Perhaps if we listen closely, we can hear the invitation from the Creator to take that leap of faith 
and try something different today. 
 



In the gospel lesson this morning, Jesus has been teaching by the lakeshore.  A crowd has 
gathered and they are eager to learn more.  But Jesus’ next lesson will not be with words.  It will 
be with actions.  It will require their (and our) keen ability to look closely. 
 
Jesus sees a couple of boats near the shore.  The fishermen are washing their nets.  What this 
indicates is that they are done for the day.  They are putting their equipment away.  If we were 
able to see them we would see the frustration on their faces.  It hasn’t been a particularly good 
night of fishing.  And this is their livelihood.  They are going to walk home empty handed. 
 
Jesus steps into their midst and interrupts by getting into one of the boats and asking the owner to 
row out a bit from shore.  Imagine for a minute what Simon must have been thinking.  He has 
been out all night.  He is tired.  He is disappointed.  He has work to do before he can go home.  
And into this scene comes this man who wants to use his boat.  For whatever reason, Simon 
consents, rows a bit from the shore and Jesus continues to teach. 
 
When he has concluded, Jesus tells Simon to go away from the shore, to go out into the deep 
waters.  Not only that, Jesus wants him to fish there.  I have never been an avid fisherman.  For 
me a day spent on the lakeshore with a good book is sufficient.  A fish going after your bait is an 
interruption to an otherwise quiet and enjoyable moment.  But, while I don’t know a lot about 
fishing, I do know this.  Fishing in the deep water is not the best place. 
 
In the time of Jesus, the fishermen knew where the fish were most likely to be found.  You catch 
them when they come closer to shore.  You want to be in shallow waters where you can glimpse 
their scales shimmering in the light.  There is no way to do this in the deep waters.  It is too 
unpredictable.  No one fishes in the deep waters. 
 
For Jesus to suggest this shows a lack of understanding about fishing.  Besides that, Simon has 
just spent time cleaning his nets.  To put them down again means that he will have to clean them 
once more.  What Jesus is asking doesn’t make a lot of sense.  Simon starts to protest saying, 
“We have fished all night and caught nothing.  What makes you think we are going to catch 
anything now?”  It is a good question.  All night and nothing.  Ever feel that way?  You’ve been 
working for something with all your energy.  But despite your best efforts, you have not found 
what you were looking for.  An answer, a sign, a direction, a purpose.  All night and nothing.  
And now you have given up.  In a state of sheer exhaustion, it is time to call it quits.  That is 
what Simon has experienced.   
 
But just as it makes no sense for Jesus to send them out into the deep water to fish, what Simon 
does next makes no sense.  He sways to Jesus, “If you say so, I will let down the nets.”  Did he 
do this to prove Jesus wrong?  Did he do it because he was an eternal optimist who wanted to 
believe this might be the time it was successful?  Was he curious about what might occur?  We 
don’t know.  All Luke tells us is that after a mild protest, Luke lowers his nets back into the 
water and what happens next is astounding.  He catches so many fish that the nets are near their 
breaking point. 
 
Imagine, all night and nothing.  Giving up.  Knowing there is nothing there.  Putting everything 
away in disappointment.  And then he takes a chance, listens to a voice that tells him to fish in a 
new place.  And the results are beyond his greatest imagination. 
 



You don’t suppose God might call us to do the same thing do you?  And even if we heard the 
voice of God calling us to try something new, would we even listen?  Even if what we were 
doing was empty and unfulfilling, would we listen to the voice that says, “learn to fish in a new 
place?” 
 
Jon Katz was a respected journalist and writer but he had fallen into a bit of a rut in his career.  
He was making a decent living and would likely continue to do so, but things didn’t feel right.  
He felt a calling in his life to do something different, to make some major changes.  He chose to 
buy a little cabin in a remote area of upper New York.  He will continue to write, but removed 
from many of the distractions he was facing.  Friends and family questioned whether this was the 
right decision, and even Katz himself had his worries.  But he felt the need to make some 
changes. 
 
Writing about this in his book, “Running to the Mountain,” Katz responded this way.  “I’m not 
nearly as afraid of dying as I am of the hinges inside my mind and soul rusting closed.  I am 
desperate to keep them open, because I think if they close, that’s one’s first death, the loss of 
hope, curiosity and possibility, the spiritual death.  After that, it seems to me, the second one is 
just a formality.  I wanted to oil the hinges, force the doors to stay open.”  Despite many doubts 
and struggles along the way, the move was ultimately a positive one and provided the insight and 
creativity he had been missing. 
 
If we want something more, it means being willing to step out of our comfort zones and try 
something new.  Fish in a new place, take a leap of faith, believe that things can be different. 
 
What might that look like in your life?  Would it mean a change of jobs…or a new attitude 
toward the work you are doing?  Would it mean expanding relationships…meeting new people 
or being healthier in the current relationships?  Would it mean living differently…letting go of 
the guilt and shame of the past and embracing a new understanding of yourself?  A voice 
whispers to us this morning inviting us to try something different.  Cast out into the deeper 
waters, the uncharted territory of your life and try something new. 
 
John Killinger said that he couldn’t know whether God was asking us to try something new or to 
work on something familiar.  But he noted, “What I’m saying is that life, the lake, the 
unconscious, is filled with possibilities, that it is rich beyond all imagining, that God wants us to 
enjoy it, to revel in it, to be excited about it, as if it were Disneyland and the fireworks were 
going off all around us all the time.  We weren’t meant to go stale, to settle into mere routine, to 
lose the mystery and glamour and excitement of existence.   And if we have gone stale and 
settled for less than the fireworks, then it is time we heard the Master calling from the edge of the 
lake, from the edge of our unconscious, and telling us to let the nets down in a new place.” 
 
One of the most meaningful parts of this story is not just that the fishermen went out into new 
waters and discovered an abundance of fish.  What is even more compelling is that the courage 
to take that risk opened the door to even more possibilities.  The scriptures say that after 
experiencing this record catch, these disciples brought the fish to shore and then stopped what 
they were doing to follow this itinerate teacher.  The willingness to try something new opened 
the doorway to other possibilities.  And that is both exciting and scary. 
 



In the email devotion last Monday I told about a woman in Chicago who closed her business 
during the height of the frigid weather.  But as she did, she thought about the many homeless 
who live outside near where she worked.  She was able to secure lodging at a nearby hotel and 
went to the tent city to invite them to wait out the bitter cold in the safety of the hotel.  Her 
endeavors led others to help and soon they had 50 hotel rooms for nearly a week.  People 
donated food and other supplies.   
 
Her actions likely saved the lives of vulnerable people.  But she reflected on the significance of 
her actions by saying that she got to know the homeless people by name.  She began to 
understand their circumstances a bit better and hopes to do more to provide ongoing help to those 
without homes.  I concluded the devotion by observing that caring acts don’t just change the 
recipient, they also change the giver.  We become different people because we dare to care. 
 
But after I wrote those words, I secretly wondered to myself whether that isn’t part of the 
challenge we face.  If I stop to help someone, if I dare to step out of my comfort zone, it will 
change me.  I will be a different person.  And sometimes it is easier to keep going just as we are, 
with the world fit into a neat and tidy box of our own making, where everything has its place and 
nothing can disturb the contents.  That is very normal.   
 
But what God is inviting us to consider today is the ability for each of us to fish in a new place, 
to try something different, to dare to step off the familiar path and become something even more.  
Perhaps there is some consolation in the fact that when Simon was out in the boat, he was not 
alone.  Jesus was there with him and God is with us in all that we do. 
 
Every year here at First UMC I have provided a set of goals to our Staff Parish committee at the 
beginning of the year.  It is an intentional act on my part to think beyond the daily, familiar tasks.  
What might we do differently?  Where might God be calling us?  In January we review the goals 
from the previous year.  In February I present the goals for the coming year. 
 
I want to share two of those goals with you this morning.  The first you may already be familiar 
with.  To encourage a shared ministry, I asked the Church Foundation for a one year grant of 
$2500, the cost of sponsoring one of our international missionaries.  But this money is intended 
for mission work right here in Columbus.  And you get to be the ones to use it.  Our Missions 
committee is overseeing the use of these funds and inviting folks to write a grant for how they 
might use the funds.  Maybe you would like to host a dinner party on a Friday night for friends 
and neighbors and then bring them to a Fridays @ First concert.  One member has already 
requested funds to plant flowers around her neighborhood.  The possibilities are endless.  I hope 
you will add to the creative ministries already envisioned. 
 
The second one is a hope that we can find ways to reach out to the community around us.  I have 
become acquainted with some of the folks who live around the church.  They are good people.  I 
would like for us to deepen those relationships with one another.  I wonder about having an 
outdoor event this summer…a concert, a game night, something that brings folks together in the 
green space north of the church.  I wonder about hosting an ice cream social free of charge and 
inviting the neighbors.  Not only would we get to know them, but they would get to know one 
another better.  It is a win/win for our community.  I have some ideas of ways we might 
encourage this, but I would like your thoughts and ideas.  Let’s dare to step outside the walls of 
the church and extend a hand of hospitality to those around us. 



 
That, I believe is the challenge of this story of Jesus and the fishermen.  If we are frustrated from 
how things have always been done, why not try something different?  Why not trying something 
new?  Always, beneath the surface, there is an abundance of goodness waiting to be discovered, 
if we have the courage to try something new. 
 
 


