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Lessons from Fishing 
 

 
This year the lectionary of assigned Gospel readings has us following Mark’s 
Gospel for the next couple of months, and so I’d like to begin today noting a few 
things that we might want to keep in mind about Mark—the first being that we 
think this was in fact the earliest of the Gospels, written sometime around the 
year 70 AD. Another thing of note is that Mark is the shortest of the Gospels, 
and that interestingly, for example, it doesn’t include a traditional Christmas 
account of Jesus’ birth—beginning rather with his baptism as a young man—nor 
does it include a traditional Easter account of the risen Christ—this Gospel 
ending instead rather abruptly with three women standing speechless and afraid 
outside of an empty tomb. And in between the abrupt beginning and the abrupt 
ending, Mark’s Gospel sprints from one event to another, presenting Jesus less 
as a contemplative wisdom teacher and more as a heroic man of action.  
 
Fitting with this breathless pace, the writer of Mark uses words sparingly and 
paints his gospel-picture in a stark, minimalist sort of way, and so ends up 
giving us a portrait of Jesus that looks maybe more like an abstract Picasso, 
rather than a more realistic Rembrandt.  
 
So in our brief passage today we heard about how the young Jesus began his 
ministry by way of walking along the shore of a lake and calling to the fishermen 
there, “follow me, and I will make you fish for people,” or as the older, maybe 
more poetic rendering would have it, “follow me, and I’ll make you fishers of 
men.” And then immediately, we heard—“immediately” being perhaps the key 
word of Mark’s Gospel as it’s used 37 times over the course of 16 chapters, 
immediately they dropped everything and followed him. 
 
I don’t know about you, but I find this to be a story which in equal measures 
inspires and challenges me—inspiring because of how decisively the disciples 
respond to Jesus in his call to drop everything and follow him, but challenging 
also for the exact same reason. What, we might wonder, could have been going 
through their heads; how in the world could it have been so easy for them just to 
drop everything…everything familiar, everything secure, everything they know 
and love? If dropping everything is the mark of true discipleship, then not many 
of us, I imagine, have yet to meet that high bar. 
 
At this point, I think we can easily get lost in what the text is silent about here, in 
terms of wondering why the disciples so immediately followed Jesus, and 
wondering whether we might have it within us to do something similar. I want to 
invite us today, though, also to think about what the text does say, particularly in 



terms of the the image that it gives us of people fishing for fish, and following 
that image, the strange metaphor of people fishing for people.   
 
This metaphor of fishing for people, like all metaphors, ultimately breaks down 
when we push it too far and take it literally, but as a metaphor we can see that 
Jesus was up to something pretty clever here as he so perfectly connects the 
world of the disciples’ current occupation, the world that they know, with the 
world that Jesus imagines to be possible for them—a world that he was only 
then beginning to teach as the kingdom of God drawing near; maybe we can 
think something like the event of God’s dream for the world happening; the 
event of a more just and beautiful world trying to sprout and to blossom right 
here on this earth.  
 
Maybe we can even begin to imagine here, for example, that if these people 
happened to have been construction workers, maybe Jesus would have invited 
them to become builders of the human heart. Or if they had been farmers, he 
might have invited them to become harvesters of hope. Or if they had been 
engineers, he might have asked them to build bridges of peace. Of if it was you, 
what might Jesus ask of you?   
 
Maybe then, one of the lessons we can draw from our story this morning, is a 
lesson about how this particular call story holds something true about all of our 
call stories, as God’s call comes to each of us, as it did to the fishermen by the 
sea, connecting first with wherever we happen to be in terms of our station and 
lot in life, and then it draws us out, and invites us to reframe the purpose of our 
lives within the broader and more exciting framework of God’s purposes for us 
and indeed God’s purposes for the world.  
 
One of my favorite quotes about vocation or about God’s call is from the writer 
Frederick Buechner, who put it this way, he said, “The place God calls you to is 
the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” The 
place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet…  
 
And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” And 
immediately they left their nets and followed him.  
 
*** 
 
As some of you might know, one of my real loves, and one of my real passions 
in life just happens to be fishing, and so while I do believe that this story has 
some general lessons to teach us about following Jesus, I also find it simply 
delightful that it is fishing in particularly that is the focus here, and so prompted 
by this story I found myself on this cold January week beginning to daydream 
about say, fly fishing in July, and I found myself wondering what spiritual lessons 
those first disciples might have learned from fishing in particular, lessons that 



maybe prepared and equipped them in some way to say yes quickly to Jesus’ 
call to follow him.  
 
The connection between fishing and the spiritual life has been noted by many, 
but in my opinion at least, it has never been more beautifully stated than in the 
opening lines of Norman Maclean’s book A River Runs Through It, as he writes:  
 
“In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing. We lived at 
the junction of great trout rivers in western Montana, and our father was a 
Presbyterian minister and a fly fisherman who tied his own flies and taught 
others. He told us about Christ’s disciples being fishermen, and we were left to 
assume, as my brother and I did, that all first-class fishermen on the Sea of 
Galilee were fly fishermen and that John, the favorite, was a dry-fly fisherman.”  
 
Well, I can’t put it as beautifully, but for me, it was the lakes and rivers of 
northern Wisconsin, and it was my grandpa, a Lutheran minister and a fisherman 
who also tied his own flies and taught others—mostly bass poppers made of 
white balsam wood and deer hair painted red.  
 
With an eye towards trying to tease out some of the spiritual lessons fishing 
might teach, I want to try to describe briefly a typical summer night fishing trip 
with my grandpa.  
 
The fishing trip would always begin really long before the trip itself, as we’d 
spend many hours and days even gathering and preparing the proper 
equipment—finding the appropriate rod, the appropriate reel, the appropriate 
line, the appropriate lures given the type of fish and conditions we’d be fishing 
in. Further preparation involved, on particularly calm and sunny days, heading 
out to the lake around noon without our rods but simply to scout out new 
underwater structure and so to research where the fish might be that night.  
 
Finally then, after an early dinner, once the summer sun was starting to drop in 
the sky, we’d set out in my grandpa’s little aluminum row boat, and perhaps 
recalling his earlier days as a Pastor leading worship, my grandpa would always 
begin the liturgy of the night with his own type of call to worship, saying in his 
preacher’s voice, as we began to row away from shore, “We’re off like a herd of 
turtles!” and we’d laugh and smile a bit before later, of course, once the fishing 
began, becoming much more quiet and much more serious about the task at 
hand.  
 
What I learned during those many quiet and serious hours, where I learned not 
to open my tackle box too loudly or let the tip of my rod ding the side of the 
boat, what I learned I can only know think back on now as the beginning of a 
few spiritual virtues, virtues like patience and attentiveness and above all 
reverence…reverence for the traditions of fishing passed on from generation to 



generation; reverence for the fish themselves, for their intelligence and for their 
right to be treated with respect, even and perhaps especially if that meant 
keeping them for a family fish fry; reverence also for the beauty and power of the 
natural world, the world brought into being by God’s wild imagination—a world 
of snapping turtles and lightning and a small lake suddenly whipped up into a 
white-capped frenzy.  
 
So you prepare and you prepare; you set out with a sense of joy and adventure; 
you arrive at your spot and you fall quiet with reverence; and then, when you’re 
in the moment during one of those many quiet and serious hours, if you’re ever 
to catch a fish, you have to first learn what it means to be ready—ready to 
respond to even the faintest of tugs from below; ready, at any moment, to feel 
again that connection to a world that you cannot see…the pull of a fish on a line, 
the call of Jesus in the heart, and immediately you’re linked to a larger, more 
sacred, more beautiful world.  
 


