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Text: Matthew 4:12-25 (The Message)

12-17 When Jesus got word that John had been arrested, he returned to Galilee. He moved from his hometown, Nazareth, to the lakeside village Capernaum, nestled at the base of the Zebulun and Naphtali hills. This move completed Isaiah’s sermon:

Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali,
    road to the sea, over Jordan,
    Galilee, crossroads for the nations.
People sitting out their lives in the dark
    saw a huge light;
Sitting in that dark, dark country of death,
    they watched the sun come up.

[bookmark: _Hlk124784528]This Isaiah-prophesied sermon came to life in Galilee the moment Jesus started preaching. He picked up where John left off: “Change your life. God’s Beloved Community is here.”

18-20 Walking along the beach of Lake Galilee, Jesus saw two brothers: Simon (later called Peter) and Andrew. They were fishing, throwing their nets into the lake. It was their regular work. Jesus said to them, 	“Come with me. I’ll make a new kind of fisherfolk out of you. I’ll show you how to catch people instead of perch and bass.” They didn’t ask questions, but simply dropped their nets and followed.

[bookmark: _Hlk124784837][bookmark: _Hlk124784901]21-22 A short distance down the beach they came upon another pair of brothers, James and John, Zebedee’s sons. These two were sitting in a boat with their father, Zebedee, mending their fishnets. Jesus made the same offer to them, and they were just as quick to follow, abandoning boat and father.

23-25 From there he went all over Galilee. He used synagogues for meeting places and taught people the truth of God. God’s Beloved Community was his theme—that beginning right now they were under God’s government, a good government! He also healed people of their diseases and of the bad effects of their bad lives. Word got around the entire Roman province of Syria. People brought anybody with an ailment, whether mental, emotional, or physical. Jesus healed them, one and all. More and more people came, the momentum gathering. Besides those from Galilee, crowds came from the “Ten Towns” across the lake, others up from Jerusalem and Judea, still others from across the Jordan.

Prayer 

		Your heart is the shelter for our weary souls.
You will not push us away but clasp us tight in your embrace.
	You refuse to abandon us, standing by our side all our 
	lives.
		Time reaper, you are our hope!

		When others try to tear us apart,
		you pick up the pieces, making us whole.
		When we wonder what the day might bring,
		you whisper, “follow me, I will make you:
		readers to little children, bandagers of bruised hearts,
		lovers of the forsaken, pilgrims who show 
		the way 
		to others.”
		Time shaker,
		you are our dawn.

		You appeal to us to set aside all that divides us,
		so we might be one.
		You send us to proclaim good news,
		not with silver-tongued sophistication
		but with simple words:
		justice, hope, grace, love,
		all of which bring light to the shadows.
		Timekeeper,
		you are our joy.
		Amen.

Usually when a congregation enters into a time of transition, the question of “What’s Next?” is a looming one. It is surely one we will explore as we join in this journey for the interim. Today, I wonder if those first disciples were wondering something similar when Jesus called them out to a new way of being in the world. Let’s consider whether this ancient word has any significance for us today.

Generally speaking, on any given Tuesday, say around 2 PM, where would you be? What would you be doing? At work? Home? School? Play? Volunteering? Practicing? Napping? Generally speaking, it’s not a particularly glamorous time of the week. Not a lot happens on Tuesday at 2. Maybe that’s the time when, a little bored, you’ve “gone fishin’, “at least in your imagination. Or after you’ve retired from an active life of service and raising a family, there may be something idyllic about adopting as your motto and way of life, “Gone Fishin’.” 

Now mind you, that is not the way I would choose to retire. Truth be told, I was a disaster as a fisherman. I couldn’t even stand to bait the hook, let alone deal with any fish I might have caught. It isn’t that I don’t enjoy eating fish. I just prefer that someone else catch them and clean them and cook them. (I am not a fan of raw fish!) But there are many who, one way or another, could probably be found on any given Tuesday around 2 “gone fishin’.”

OK, I can hear you thinking, get to the point, pastor. I don’t know if it was Tuesday at 2 when Jesus came strolling along the lake shore, but, whenever it was, he found Peter and Andrew and James and John caught up in their fishing enterprise. “Hey, boys! How’s it going? Are they biting? Well fellows, I’ll tell you…the time is here. So, come along now and follow me.” And, the text says, they immediately left what they were doing and followed.

Put yourselves in their boat for minute. It’s Tuesday around 2 and some stranger comes strolling by, wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, and says, “Come. Follow me.” What do you think your reaction would be? How do you imagine you might respond? So, why, then, do you imagine, Peter, Andrew, James, and John responded the way they did?

My guess is that Jesus was no stranger to these Galilean fishermen. They had at least heard of him, so the invitation was not out of the blue. We know next to nothing of Jesus’ life between ages 12 and 30. The gospel accounts mostly cover the last three years of his life as his ministry grew and flourished. So, in the same way that his invitation to these fishermen did not come out of the blue, I don’t think his ministry did either. At 30 Jesus was not a young man, according to the standards of the time when average longevity was 35 or 40. I imagine Jesus, over time, had developed an inspiring vision of God’s Beloved Community that had deep appeal for his friends and neighbors. Life in Galilee was hard, but Jesus saw a promise of a better life to come. In fact, he’d been thinking about it, praying over it, working on it, talking it over with these friends and neighbors for some time before he decided to act.

Most of us don’t make major life decisions without considerable thought and discussion with people whose opinions we value and trust. I have this picture of Peter, Andrew, James, and John, after fishing in the late afternoon, sitting around a cook fire on the beach with Jesus, eating from their catch and talking into the wee hours of the morning, sharing hopes and dreams for their lives, for themselves, their families, their country. Haven’t you found yourself in just such a situation at some time or other in your life? Sharing with those close to you your hopes and dreams, talking over what you wanted to do with your “one wild and precious life,” wondering what might be next?

Peter, Andrew, James, and John had been excited, inspired, thrilled, frightened to hear Jesus talk about his hopes and dreams, his vision of the future, his growing understanding of God’s Beloved Community, his own call from God. They’d spent more than one night together, talking this all through. So, when Jesus came strolling down the beach that Tuesday afternoon, or whenever it was, they weren’t really surprised. In fact, they were ready. Oh, they had no clear idea of what they were getting into, of what lay ahead, but they were young enough and passionate and wanting something new and different in their lives. It only took his announcement that the time had come for them to leave what they were doing and go with him.

You might say they hung signs on their boats, “Gone Fishin’.” Anyone wandering by would have wondered at the mystery of fishermen who had left their boats and the lake they had fished all their lives to go fishing. They wouldn’t immediately get the irony of fishermen gone fishin’, not for fish but for the hearts and souls of people everywhere. What’s next? The time for dreaming is over; the great work begins.

Of course, if you think my version is too speculative, robbing the tale of its high drama and the capacity of Jesus to command immediate attention, you might still want to consider that there was something unique in Jesus’ voice, his eyes, his presence, that compelled perfect strangers, working fishermen, to leave their livelihood and all that was familiar to follow an itinerant preacher, wandering the countryside, proclaiming, “Change your life. God’s Beloved Community is here.” Tell the tale as you will, something happened that Tuesday afternoon, or whenever it was, that changed the lives of those four fishermen forever. In fact, the world was changed in that crucial encounter. 

There’s a hymn from the Iona Community in Scotland that asks:

Will you come and follow me if I but call your name?
Will you go where you don't know and never be the same?
Will you let my love be shown? Will you let my name be known?
Will you let my life be grown in you and you in me?

Peter and Andrew, James, and John – they answered “yes” that fateful afternoon. They didn’t really know what was next for them. They couldn’t see where the journey would take them. They didn’t understand the full cost of discipleship. They only knew the Spirit was moving deep inside them and they could not stay away. How about you and me? Can you hear the call? Can you feel the Presence? Can you see the Beloved Community coming near? What will our answer be?

Will you leave yourself behind if I but call your name?
Will you care for cruel and kind and never be the same?
Will you risk the hostile stare should your life attract or scare?
Will you let me answer prayer in you and you in me?

The invitation is not an easy one and it may seem especially difficult right now. What is next in the life of Lake Avenue Baptist Church as you travel with Jesus beyond these hallowed walls into this neighborhood and the world beyond? For many in this country today the Beloved Community seems farther away than ever. As a faith community, having caught a glimpse of God’s Beloved Community of peace and justice, of equity and compassion, of concern for the well-being of creation, can we be unafraid or ashamed to speak up for what we see with our own eyes and believe with clear conscience? 

I remember a Multifaith Service of Concern and Commitment, held at the Unitarian Church in Palo Alto on the eve of the 2016 inauguration, in which people expressed genuine fear and anger, dismay and disgust, grief and anxiety at the prospects of life in our land in the days ahead. Sadly, those concerns were fulfilled, exceeded and continue to multiply beyond anything we might have imagined!

At the same time, those people also insisted on holding hope and expressed a willingness to engage in whatever actions were necessary to protect the social fabric and enhance the general welfare of all who call this country home. They pledged to work for peace and justice and equity and kindness and civility and compassion the whole world over. What’s next in 2026 for the Lake Avenue community if you are to continue to bear faithful witness in terrible times?

I do want you to know I’m not equating the United States and God’s Beloved Community any more than Jesus intended to reserve that status for occupied Israel in his time. Still, as people of faith, as people who have said we will follow, or who at least believe we want to follow, that vision of God’s great desire for creation ought to inform and shape the ways in which we respond to political reality and social welfare. My friend, Annanda Barclay, a young queer, Presbyterian pastor reminded us on that now long ago Thursday night that in the black church people say prayers need more than wings to rise to heaven; they need feet to bring about those things for which we pray.

Will you let the blinded see if I but call your name?
Will you set the prisoners free and never be the same?
Will you kiss the leper clean and do such as this unseen,
and admit to what I mean in you and you in me?

In this black history month, I hear Martin Luther King, Jr. reminding his listeners o what comes next: “When our days become dreary with low hovering clouds of despair, and when our nights become darker than a thousand midnights, let us remember that there is a creative force in this universe, working to pull down the gigantic mountains of evil, a power that is able to make a way out of no way and transform dark yesterdays into bright tomorrows. Let us realize the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.”

In terms of what’s next, the folks gathered in the Unitarian Church that night generated a long list of things they were looking for in the United States over the following four years, things such as love, peace, and justice; access to healthcare and medicine; human rights; respect, and generosity; no fear for refugees and immigrants; universal love and respect of all creation. What would you add to the list today as you imagine with Jesus what life in the Beloved Community might be like lived out in this neighborhood and in our world today? What might the ministry of Lake Avenue Baptist Church look like in the next phase of your life together? What prayers would you want to lift up? 

Then let us put our feet to these prayers even as they rise heavenward, committing ourselves to following the One who calls us always as They called Andrew, Peter, James, and John so long ago to the realization of God’s Beloved Community, and to the action that requires.

Will you love the “you” you hide if I but call your name?
Will you quell the fear inside and never be the same?
Will you use the faith you've found to reshape the world around,
through my sight and touch and sound in you and you in me?

Will you hang out your own “Gone Fishin’” sign as we join together to “fish” for the hearts and souls and the lived lives of people everywhere and for the well-being of all creation? In the words of an old spiritual, “All you people now come along, hear Jesus calling and join His song. He will show us the way to go, so come and follow and don't be slow.” Amen.
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