“Build on the Fundamentals”
Luke 5:1-11

I read an article in the financial section of the paper years ago, and one of the lessons the article proclaimed was: “Build on the Fundamentals.”  The article asked: “What do sports teams that are struggling, school systems that are failing, churches that are in decline, and businesses that are deteriorating do to recover?”  The answer? “They focus on the fundamentals.”  Well, it seems to me that there are four church fundamentals to be found in this morning’s story.

Fundamental #1: Be a faith community where people of all ages, races, and ethnicities, and even people with differt opinions and world views come together, building life-giving and life-growing relationships with Jesus Christ.  Or as we say more succinctly in our vision statement: welcoming all.  And that is exactly what we see Simon Peter do in today’s story, and throughout the rest of Luke’s Gospel, and in the Book of Acts.
It's important to understand that Peter already knew Jesus before the events of this morning’s reading.  Jesus had been preaching regularly in Peter’s hometown, and Peter surely was among those listening. After one particular Sabbath sermon, Peter invited Jesus back to his house for lunch.  But when they arrived, Peter’s mother-in-law was deathly sick with a high fever, and Peter watched Jesus’ life-giving power in amazement as Jesus simply rebuked the fever, and his mother-in-law got up and served lunch.  So, even before the events of this morning’s reading, Peter had already been building a life-giving relationship with Jesus.
And in today’s story, Jesus meets Peter in his workplace, and Peter agrees to allow Jesus to use his boat as a pulpit.  And from that day on, and for the rest of his life, Peter continued growing in his relationship with Jesus.  In the Gospel stories, Peter traveled with Jesus to places outside of Israel, meeting people with different worldviews, people of different races and ethnicities.  He listened to Jesus tell stories where hated Samaritans were the witnesses of true faith.  He watched Jesus reach out and touch the untouchables of society, vastly challenging the views and values of his day.  He witnessed Jesus’ love and hospitality for everyone—welcoming all.
But you know it’s also important to remember that even at this point Peter’s understanding of Jesus was still very limited.  When Jesus was arrested, Peter deserted him.  Now on Easter Sunday, Peter came to understand Jesus in a whole new way.  But still, Peter wasn’t finished growing.  Throughout the Book of Acts, we see Peter’s faith and trust in Jesus grow stronger, and stronger, and stronger, to the point where Peter finally realized that salvation wasn’t limited only to Israelites.  In Jesus Christ, God was reaching out to everyone.  The point is Peter built an ongoing and growing relationship with Jesus, a relationship that changed his whole understanding of life, his world view, his values—a relationship that continued to grow, molding him, shaping him, and transforming Peter throughout the rest of his life.
And folks that’s one of the fundamental purposes of the Christian Church.  We come here each Sunday to hear the words of Jesus read and proclaimed, and we come to the church to participate in the work of Jesus out in the world through our outreach ministries.  And we grow in our faith and in our hope and trust in Jesus, and, slowly but surely, we begin placing more and more and more control of our lives into Jesus’ hands.  Like Peter, we learn to look to Jesus to guide and enrich our lives.  Jesus becomes Lord of our lives, and just as Jesus welcomes everyone, so do we.
But it’s more than just seeing Jesus as Lord of our lives.  Another purpose of the church is helping us see Jesus as our savior.  And this leads us to our second fundamental purpose for the church.  Fundamental #2: Be a faith community where worship connects people with God and empowers them to grow into the true human being God created them to be.  Or as we say more succinctly in our vision statement: growing in faith.
After failing to catch any fish by his own effort all night, Peter was confronted with the miraculous abundance of fish provided by Jesus.  Witnessing and connecting with this divine power, Peter fell at Jesus’ knees and proclaimed, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  But notice what Jesus said, “Don’t be afraid.”  Do you recognize this pattern?  It’s the pattern for the beginning of our worship each Sunday.
In the presence of this divine power, Peter was awed and humbled by his own limitations, shortcomings, and failures.  Peter was humbled by his own mortality and weakness.  And if we are really paying attention to what we do and what we say in worship, this should be our experience each Sunday.  We begin our service by calling the people of God to worship and singing a song of praise proclaiming the power and majesty and total otherliness of our God.  If we are really paying attention, if we really understand what’s happening in worship, then like Peter, when connected to and confronted by God’s holiness, the purity and awesomeness of God’s character and virtue, then we too are humbled and brought to our knees, and we confess our limitations, our failure to be the true human God created us to be, and our desperate need for Jesus to save us.  But that’s precisely the moment we hear Jesus whisper, “Don’t be afraid.”
The word ‘liturgy’ literally means “the work of the people.”  Folks, you can’t just come to worship, sit down, and wait to be entertained.  You’ve got to do some work in worship.  You’ve got to pay attention to the prayers you are praying and the hymns you are singing, because if you do, then you will encounter and connect with the divine power of God that overcomes your limitations and puts your failures and sins behind you.  In worship, you can learn and experience and come to believe that God’s life-giving power is so great that it’s actually possible for you to grow into the true loving human being God created you to be—growing in faith.
But of course, being the true human being God created us to be means giving our lives to God, living our lives for God’s glory and not our own, which leads us to our third fundamental.  Fundamental #3:  Be a faith community where people are excited and prepared to share their life-giving relationship with Jesus Christ with their words and actions, or, as we say in our vision statement, serving one another and our community.
In today’s story, Peter was commissioned to go out and catch people.  But did you notice how Peter was caught by Jesus in our story?  Like a fish in a net!  Peter comes to trust in the gracious life-giving power of Jesus, and once he was caught in the net of Jesus’ grace, Peter is sent out to catch others.  Sometimes Peter did his catching with his words.  On Pentecost Sunday, Peter shared his life-giving experience with Jesus, and three thousand people were baptized.  Talk about an abundant catch!  And in the stories of the early Christian church, Peter often did his catching with his actions.  Peter delivered the good news by bringing relief to the poor and release to the captives.  Another disciple in the early Christian church gave sight to Saul’s blindness, and over and over and over again, those who were oppressed by their own sin or the sin of the world were set free.
And in the early Christian church, people cared for each other and shared their burdens, and supported each other “with glad and generous hearts.” (Acts 2:46) They broke bread together and prayed for each other.  They served each other, “praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.” (Acts 2:47a) And all this was done through the divinely empowered ministry and fellowship of the early Christian church, and over and over and over again we hear the refrain, “And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:47b)  Serving one another and our community.
But this leads to the 4th and final Fundamental in our story, and perhaps the most important one: Be a Christ-centered church, totally dependent upon the grace of Jesus to hold us together—united in Christ.  Let me explain.

Notice how Luke tells the story of the call of Peter.  After hearing Jesus teach and seeing the miraculous abundance of fish Jesus provided, Peter does not say, “What wisdom, power, and authority you have!  I also would like to add my powerful voice and contribute my capable abilities to your ministry.”  Quite the opposite.  After hearing Jesus teach and witnessing his power, Simon Peter tried to send Jesus away.  Peter, the Rock, fell to his knees, trembling and crying out, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!”  And that’s the moment—his moment of total humility when Simon names his unworthiness even to be in the presence of Jesus—that is the moment Jesus called him to start catching people instead of fish.

In today’s world, we often look for the natural talents people bring with them to the church.  And so, we send the singers and musicians to Brian and Bill, the teachers we send to Kim, and the accountants we send to the Finance Committee.  And that’s a good way to get new members involved in the church.  But today’s story looks at call from a very different angle.  In today’s story, Peter and his friends were failing at their job.  They fished all night and caught nothing.  The reason Jesus was able to use Peter’s boat as a pulpit was because it was empty.  Jesus doesn’t call Peter and the others because they have proved their value as apostles (or even fishermen, for that matter!)  He doesn’t call them because they were already so enlightened.  Simon Peter was not called to ‘catch people’ because he was inherently good at it, but because he had come to see and understood what Jesus could do through him.
So it is today.  It is not our strengths and our abilities that hold us together; it is not even our common worldviews.  The moment we humbly recognize that we are totally dependent upon the grace of Jesus to hold us together and that it is the power of Jesus that gives life and direction to our mission and ministry, that is the moment we are united in Christ, the moment when Christ begins to use us in ways we never could have imagined.

United in Christ,
growing in faith,

welcoming all,

serving one another and our community.

Let us pray:
Open our minds and our imagination, Lord, to see what you can do through us.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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