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 That’s quite a contrast between the description of Isaiah’s call and the disciples’. For 

Isaiah it’s a dramatic, overwhelming experience of the presence of the Holy while praying in the 

temple. He goes there during a time of uncertainty and crisis in the life of Israel. We’re told it’s 

the “year that King Uzziah died.” Uzziah had been king for several decades, possibly Isaiah’s 

entire life, so imagining the world without him in charge may have been a little frightening. 

Isaiah was ripe for a dramatic encounter. 

 

 It may be a little hard for some of us to relate to what he experienced. It’s not often that 

the heavens are broken open for us and we come face to face with the throne of God. But some 

of us might be able to relate to an experience that causes our worldview to shift. For some of us 

there has been a moment in our lives when suddenly our purpose or our path is clear and we 

know exactly what we need to do. I think that is what’s being described in this story about Isaiah. 

In this moment of crisis, when the future of the nation is at stake, he is suddenly struck with an 

awareness of God’s presence, as if the heavens were torn open and he came face to face with 

destiny.  

 

 Moments like that teach us how insignificant and insufficient we really are. Just because 

we can see the path doesn’t mean we feel adequate to walk it. However faithful Isaiah was, in 

that moment he, like any of us, realized just how inadequate he was. But he was willing to yield 

himself to it. Without knowing where it would lead he commits himself to God’s call: “Here am 

I; send me!” 

 

 In 1956, during the Montgomery bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, Martin Luther 

King became a target of hatred and death threats because of his leadership. He recounts one such 

threat that occurred in the middle of the night and after hearing it on the other end of a phone line 

he was shaken. He says he went to his kitchen table and prayed he couldn’t do this anymore; he 

couldn’t put his family in jeopardy for this cause. He was losing his courage. And as he sat there 

in silence he says “I could hear an inner voice saying to me, ‘Martin Luther, stand up for truth. 

Stand up for justice. Stand up for righteousness.’” He was being called to risk everything in spite 

of how inadequate and fearful he may have felt. 

 

 Isaiah was given a message of destruction for his nation. If you read further in that 

chapter you find that God’s intentions for Israel were to bring it all down. The old world he had 

been raised in had to be left behind so something new could be born. I think Martin Luther King 

was leading a similar mission. He was calling for the destruction of the world of Jim Crow and 

racial hatred to make way for a new world of equality and justice. So it’s not surprising he was 

threatened. Whenever we call into question the systems of authority and social practices around 

us, the system will push back, sometimes with violence.  

 

 But King continued to hang onto a vision of what a new world could look like. In his 

“Letter from a Birmingham Jail” he shares the hope that drives him in his work. He’s convinced 



it’s possible to leave the old world behind, to enter a new age of dignity and respect. Having that 

vision is essential. The later writings of Isaiah reveal God’s hopes for creation once destruction is 

accomplished. And in this passage from Luke we get a glimpse of what Jesus is offering for the 

future.  

 

 When Simon and his partners allowed him to use their boat they weren’t really thinking 

about the future. They respected his teaching, maybe felt obligated to accommodate him, but 

mostly they were tired after fishing all night and were probably eager to get home. But after 

lecturing the crowds, Jesus, who had probably never fished a day in his life (Nazareth is land-

locked), has them go out a little farther and throw the nets for a catch. Skeptical, but still 

respectful, they humor him.  

 

 It’s a funny scene. They toss out the net, casually I imagine, not expecting anything, and 

are almost capsized from the enormous haul. Those boats weren’t very big, by the way. There’s a 

museum near Tiberius that has a first century fishing boat on display that was found half buried 

along the shore of Lake Galilee. They sat low on the water, so a net as heavy as the one Luke 

describes could easily have tipped them.   

 

They probably could have lived for a month on that haul; pretty good payment for the use 

of their boat. But it wasn’t about the fishing. That haul was a sign, it was a metaphor for the 

abundance about to be revealed. It said God’s kingdom had arrived and the old world, suffering 

from scarcity and oppression, was on its way out. It was being left behind so the new world of 

good news and release and freedom could be born. And they were being offered more than job 

security. They were being offered a chance to be in the vanguard of a new world, to carry a 

vision that would gather more than mere fish in a net.  

 

But for that vision to emerge something has to be left behind. Simon and his partners left 

their business, the boat and the nets, but they left more than that. They left an identity, a history 

that probably spanned generations of fishermen in their families. They left behind a way of life 

that even though it was hard at least was secure. They weren’t scholars looking to follow a 

teacher. They weren’t the typical gathering of students who planned to devote their lives to the 

study of Torah. They were just average people who by holy coincidence happened to be cleaning 

their nets at the right time. And they heard and saw what God’s kingdom is all about. And 

without a moment’s thought they left their past behind, dropped it all at the shore, to follow Jesus 

into a new world.  

 

It’s that kind of total abandonment those who follow Jesus are invited to make. Whatever 

it is that’s defined us up to now—career, heritage, family, religion, whatever it might be—we are 

called to let it all go. That’s the message Isaiah received for Israel. It was a message of complete 

destruction of everything they held dear. In that encounter in the temple Isaiah is told the people 

will have their eyes closed and their ears stopped so won’t see or hear what’s about to happen. 

And when Isaiah laments this, asking “How long, O Lord,” he’s told, “Until cities lie waste 

without inhabitant, and houses without people, and the land is utterly desolate; until the Lord 

sends everyone far away, and vast is the emptiness in the midst of the land.”  

 



That sounds horrific, like some kind of sadistic punishment. But there’s more going on in 

those words than meets the eye. What we’re told over and over in Hebrew scripture and in the 

New Testament is the only path to new life is death. The old life has to be completely obliterated, 

we have to enter what the Sufi poet Rumi called the “slaughterhouse of love,” before we can 

become open to embracing new life. Torah is that path for Isaiah and the people of Israel. The 

teachings and life of Jesus is that path for the disciples and for us. 

 

Martin Luther King would use nonviolent resistance in his efforts to bring the old order 

to destruction. He lost his life for that, sacrificed himself for the vision of justice he pursued. And 

there’s still a long way to go for that vision to be realized. Each generation has to make a choice: 

Do we perpetuate this system of injustice, enmeshed in white supremacist assumptions, or do we 

do the work needed to bring it down, to leave it behind and let it die? Becoming new in Christ 

means letting go of that old life. It means leaving behind the nets that keep us bound in hatred 

and fear and moving forward toward a new world of healing and racial justice.  

 

Today God is calling, “Whom shall I send and who will go for us?” Today Jesus stands at 

the lakeshore calling us away from the old life. Today is the day to make our commitment to 

leave everything that gives us security and comfort, everything that holds us back and keeps us 

down, to leave all of it behind and say with trembling and with joy, “Here am I, Lord; send me!” 

 

Amen 


