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Casting Nets 

3rd Sunday after the Epiphany, January 22, 2023 

 

There’s an old saying – some of you may have heard it – that you may reap what you 

sow, but you don’t always catch what you fish for. Anyone who’s ever hooked an 

old boot or shoe in the river knows this, and anyone who keeps catching carp when 

all they wanted was walleye. (Do those two even live in the same waters? Don’t ask 

me. My last fishing pole broke when I was twelve.) No matter how good your range 

finder is, or how well you know the shoals and banks and shallows, you’re never 

really sure what your line will bring up, or your nets haul in, until you reel them in. 

I read this week of an Englishman who cast his nets in the North Sea some decades 

ago, and brought up in them evidence of a previously-forgotten civilization that used 

to live there, when that part of the sea was dry land. Imagine having that on your 

conscience. Yet are we not told that what is hidden will be disclosed, and what is 

concealed brought into the light? Yes, even the bones of a sacrifice drowned in a 

bog, or the sigils and statues of ancient, malevolent gods.  

Yet to fish is not always to catch. Every now and then, even in the gospels, a net cast 

in good faith comes up empty. One wonders if that might’ve been what happened 

one too many times for Andrew, Simon, and the sons of Zebedee in today’s gospel. 

I mean, they “immediately” left their nets and followed Jesus, without so much as a 

“Later, Gator” or a “Where are we going?” I bet Zebedee cursed them for days.  

“Fishers of people,” or in the old style, “fishers of men.” That’s what he told them 

he’d make them if they followed him. One wonders if they had any idea what that 

meant, or if it was just young men seeking charisma who finally found what they 
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seek. Maybe that, plus Jesus’s reputation, and a little bit of “anywhere but here.” 

Whatever the reason was, they followed, and never looked back. 

It is interesting that the message they followed was, “I will make you fishers of 

people,” and not “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” That last probably 

came up soon enough, when it was given to them as the hook-and-eye they were to 

fish by, if nothing else. So, too, did “those who sat in darkness have seen a great 

light,” which if you’re a fish is not exactly great news. But if you’re one of those 

people in need of being fished, it is. It reminds us that repentance and enlightenment 

are two sides of the same coin, two peas in the same pod, two leaves from the same 

songbook: I Must Change. To repent, to turn around and do something differently 

and for good, is one such change. To seek to learn, to know, to be enlightened is 

another. Each says, “I do not want simply to be what I was. I want to be more than 

that.” It many even mean, “I want to be someone new.” 

Yet if you rubbed a magic lamp and asked the genie that popped out to make you 

someone new, the genie would probably say, if sotto voce, “Be careful what you 

wish for.”  

I wonder sometimes how many people really change, or how much. Oh, we age, go 

grey, and sometimes widen, but do many of us become other than who we once 

were? More often, I think, we come to recognize and become who we are, working 

out our identity as we learn what makes us thrive, what repels us, what we can do, 

what we want to do, and what we have to do. We learn what we have to, and ideally 

all we can, along the way. We come to understand the world as it is, and feel more 

keenly the pull of how we wish it were. We become more fully who we are as we 

mature, and if we are fortunate, we may even become self-aware.  

It is not easy to become self-aware, and it is even harder when one has self-awareness 

thrust upon one. A line I often quote from T.S. Eliot regarding one of the gifts 
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reserved for age speaks to this as well as anything. The ‘gift’ is: “Shame at motives 

once revealed, and things ill-done and done to others’ harm, which once you took 

for exercise of virtue.” Many of us, and me not least, can find ourselves faced with 

such shame, and it is not easy to work through it. What psychologists call primitive, 

or immature, defense mechanisms – denial, distortion, projection, and all the rest – 

don’t help for long. Clear-eyed honesty and a reach for forthright hope to change 

are essential. For me, these tend to come in a five-in-the-morning look in the pale 

dawn light on God un-flyblown truths, some of which show up in the in the mirror 

and the lines wrought upon it, and others of which show up in tears, rage, or 

disappointment in others’ faces. Only thus may we grow, in such matters – but the 

effort and will to do so is still a casting of nets, and sometimes even this net comes 

up empty. What’s said cannot be unsaid, what’s done cannot be undone, not every 

broken relationship can be mended. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men, after 

all, couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again. 

Yet we are not eggs, though we begin as them, or in them, whatever it is accurate 

to say. “Where there’s life, there’s hope” is a cliché not simply because it sounds good 

in hospice or the ICU. (It really isn’t, in those settings, for all manner of medical and 

pastoral reasons, but leave that aside for the moment.) “Hope is the thing with 

feathers,” in Emily Dickinson’s famous metaphor, from her poem of that title. It gets 

us through, and ask nothing of us as it does so. She writes: 

“Hope” is the thing with feathers - 
That perches in the soul - 
And sings the tune without the words - 
And never stops - at all - 
 
And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard - 
And sore must be the storm - 
That could abash the little Bird 

That kept so many warm - 
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I’ve heard it in the chillest land - 
And on the strangest Sea - 
Yet - never - in Extremity, 
It asked a crumb - of me.1 

 

Hope, as this songbird of the soul, never stops singing of free will. Storms strong 

enough to silence it are strong, indeed – I have known them – but even in that case, 

it asks nothing of the person within whom and for whom it sings. We call such things 

grace, gifts of a God we know as a loving and as a love we might can ignore, but can 

never avoid. The psalm we heard the choristers sing so beautifully this morning, 

Psalm 27: 1,4-9, is an excellent example of a song unto that kind of a God, made by 

one whose head is lifted up, whom the Lord shelters in the day of trouble, and who 

in the day of sacrifice and joy sings. “Do not turn your servant away in anger, you 

who have been my help,” the psalmist sings, knowing that the Lord could, but 

hoping that the Lord would not.  

We may often have the same prayer, make the same plea, and not just of the Lord. 

Sometimes we make it of one another. If the people of the church in Corinth had 

done that, I think, Paul and Sosthenes – remember Sosthenes? We talked about him 

last week, the unsung co-author of the 1st Letter to the Corinthians – Paul and 

Sosthenes would not have had to write to them as they did. They should be without 

divisions, and of one mind and purpose, as baptized Christians, else why died he on 

the cross to make us free? 

Fat lot of good that did. As Richard II learned in Shakespeare’s play about him, you 

cannot simply command people to reconcile, to end their divisions, or to all just get 

along. “We were not born to sue, but to command,” the king, as weak as he was 

 
1 Source: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/42889/hope-is-the-thing-with-feathers-314.  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/42889/hope-is-the-thing-with-feathers-314
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imperious, said to his two warring cousins – “sue” here meaning “ask nicely.” It 

doesn’t work that way – not in Corinth, not in that fair-scepter’d isle, and not in 

communities experiencing division today. What has to happen is for people to know 

who they are and whose, be clear in what they stand for and why, why they think 

and act as they do, and then to listen to one another. Why did those baptized by 

Apollos not get on with those baptized by Cephas? Why does Paul think he can make 

them get over their differences just by ordering them to do so? Maybe the wisdom 

of the world – find a way collectively to get to “yes” maturely, soberly, forthrightly, 

and respectfully – has something yet to teach him, and those whom he’s taught the 

power of God’s salvation.  

That being said, he was far away from them when he wrote this. He did the best he 

could. It helped less than he hoped, but helped some. Did the church not continue 

to grow? Like the rest of us, he could only cast such nets as he had to fish back to 

haven these women and men who trusted him. He may not have caught all he 

wished, or caught only what he wanted to, but we can see in the breadth and depth 

of the church in the world that he did not come up empty. Millions still flock to the 

foot of the cross and the edge of the empty tomb to see the Lord’s salvation break 

the power of sin and the rod of oppression, and lead them from shame and division 

to reconciliation and redemption. May it be thus with all who seek God, and all who 

would be found by the God who is Love. Amen. 

 


