A Homily for the Fourth Sunday before Lent

Isaiah 6.1-8
1 Corinthians 15.1-11
Luke 5.1-11
Three readings from Scripture, three types of call, all into the service of the one God. In the
first reading we hear Isaiah’s account of his vision of the living God, to which his first
response is a cry of despair – “Woe is me, I am lost…” – but God frees him from his fears
and he answers the call, saying: “Here I am; send me!”
In the second reading Paul makes reference to his call from God – famously, theatrically
even, recorded in chapter nine of the Acts of the Apostles – when he was struck blind on
the road to Damascus. In today’s reading from 1 Corinthians, he writes, “Last of all, as to
someone untimely born, he appeared also to me”. God lifted his burden and freed
him from his fears to answer the call.
And in the gospel reading, there is a lot going on in the fishing boat in the sea by
Gennesaret. How like the gospels it is, to set this scene among ordinary everyday life. At
least two things are revealed to Peter in the haul of the nets on that morning: firstly, the
reality of the person in whose presence he is, and secondly, his own sense of himself next to
Jesus. I wonder what that moment was like for Peter? He already knew Jesus. Along with
everyone else, he had seen him work as a teacher and a healer of great power and
authority. Indeed, just before this passage in Luke’s gospel, we read how Jesus had healed
Peter’s mother-in-law of a fever, and not only that but “…all those who had any who were
sick with various kinds of diseases brought them to him; and he laid his hands on each of
them and cured them” (Lk 4:40).
So Peter knew Jesus. And yet, he did not. It was only when he saw the catch of fish
so great that the boats began to sink, that Peter had his moment of revelation. And what’s
most interesting about this scene is the way Jesus is with Peter in in his element, so to
speak. As a fisherman, someone who in all likelihood was born into the trade and raised in

and out of boats from his childhood onwards, Peter knew perfectly well the difficulties of
coaxing the sea to give up its treasures. After a long night on the water, he and his
companions returned with empty boats – there would be no reward this day for their work.
Experience taught him that what Jesus told him to do would be pointless. And yet, it is
exactly here, in the realm of his everyday understanding that Jesus gives him the sign that
confounds him. Peter knows in his bones how the sea and fishing work. It is not the cures
that cause him to fall down at Jesus’ knees, it is the sight of something happening he is sure
is impossible, something he knows from his long years of hauling nets out of the sea. To
Peter, and to us hearing the story today, this could only be the work of God.
Peter’s second insight hits him in the same instant, when he tells Jesus, “Go away
from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” The Christian tradition uses the word “compunction”
to describe what Peter is going through. It is a sudden shock of understanding that I am in
need of God’s help – most famously described by Luke in chapter 15 in his parable of the
prodigal son, when the young man comes to his senses.
Here on the lake, Peter realises how far distant he is from the one he now calls
“Lord”, in whose presence he finds himself. To Peter in this moment, his sense of his own
frailty over against Jesus’ goodness is so great as to be unbearable. Compunction has been
recognised in the tradition as a great gift, difficult in all as the experience may be. This is
because compunction is an opening of the heart to the reality of God’s love and God’s
presence. And this is true for Peter on this day also. He tells Jesus, “Go away from me, Lord,
for I am a sinful man!” but here in the boat, the Lord does not go away from him, because
Jesus has something else in mind for Peter. He leads Peter from his compunction into the
knowledge of his love. Like the prophet Isaiah before him, God in Jesus Christ lifted Peter
from his fear, and freed him to answer the call.
Three readings from Scripture, three types of call. What are we to make of all this?
Not many of us here are prophets, missionaries, fishers or apostles. But all of us have
received God’s call in our lives. For Christians, this comes once and for all in the baptism we

share, and it finds its shape in the patterns and habits of our daily life. This is what the
gospel shows us – God revealed in the everyday. What was true for Peter then on the lake is
true for us here and now: God is calling us in the events of our ordinary lives, in the
Sacrament we celebrate and receive, in the places where we live and work and pray.
Our task, through grace, is to open our hearts to the reality of God’s presence in our
lives and to recognise the depth of God’s love for us. Like Peter in his boat, “we cannot
always stand upright”, as today’s Collect puts it, but we can trust in the guidance of God,
calling us with enduring care and attention, calling us in a way that celebrates who each of
us, uniquely, is. The way of faith lies open before us, may we do what we need to today to
follow him.

