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We are at the start of the church year, and our reading is at the start of Jesus’ ministry.  Luke 1-2 are about
the birth of Jesus, chapter 3 is about John the Baptist.  Last week, in Luke 4, we had the story of Jesus going
to Nazareth, reading from Isaiah and saying ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing’.  Jesus
has been healing and casting out demons, and preaching in synagogues.  Now we are starting chapter 5.

Up to this point, Jesus has been working on his own.  While he had been staying at Simon’s house (and had
healed Simon’s mother-in-law of a fever - 4vv38-41), Simon and his fellow fishermen James and John were
not disciples yet.  This is the turning point.

In Luke, it is a miracle that finally reveals who Jesus is to his new disciples.  (The calling of Simon, his brother
Andrew, and James and John appears slightly differently in Matthew 4 and Mark 1, while the miraculous
draught of fishes is similar to that in John 21.)  After teaching from the boat near the shore, Jesus tells them
to put out to deep water and lower their nets.  This they do, despite having already had a night in which
they had caught nothing.  And they catch fish; not just a few, but an abundance, so many that the boats
were sinking.  Which reminds me of Jesus’ generosity at the wedding at Cana, where he turned a ridiculous
quantity of water into wine.

Recognising God’s power in Jesus, the fishermen are afraid: ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!’
Jesus tells them not to be afraid, but to follow him.  And they become the first disciples.

What were they called to?  Primarily, it was to a person.  Jesus, in whom they had seen power, spirituality,
God himself.  It was not a call to a religious life.  There was no organisation here.  No-one had yet thought of
a church.  There was no job description, no salary, not even much idea of what he would want them to do.
But that moment on the boat had convinced them that here was truth, here was something more important
than all of normal life, here was someone worth following.

We are called too.  Everyone is, whether you have recognised it yet or not.  To what?  It is still to a person,
to Jesus, who is God.  It is similar to the calling of the early disciples, but it is different too.

For Simon, James and John it was pretty simple.  This was a charismatic man, teaching with a power and
authority unlike anything they had seen.  Here was a man who stayed in their humble homes, eat with
them, talked with them, and yet was something special.

For us, we have a church (or lots of churches), the Bible, a couple of thousand years for Christianity both to
become clearer and to get more muddled, traditions, liturgy, clergy, buildings, other Christians…  How do
we know what we are called to?  What is our faith based on?

(I freely admit here that I am taking this sermon off at a tangent.  Bear with me.  This is following things I
have been mulling over recently.)

A very traditional way of answering this is to say there three authorities for our faith:
● Scripture
● Tradition
● Reason

This comes from Richard Hooker, a 16th century Anglican divine (and probably from quite a few others too).
Hooker said they formed a ‘multiform’ authority, with primacy given to scripture, and the Holy Spirit
working through each.



Scripture is fairly obvious.  We are Christians, followers of Christ, and in the gospels the church recorded
what they remembered of Jesus’ teaching an actions (written some 30-50 years after Jesus resurrection).
The Old Testament comes from accepted writings of Judaism before Christ, and the New Testament collects
together the writings of early Christians that the church over centuries felt was inspired and reflected what
was understood of Christ’s teaching.  (Paul’s letters were written 15-35 years after the resurrection.)

Tradition covers the teaching of the church, from the early church which had known Jesus, through the
centuries to today.  There is clearly quite a bit of divergence in church teaching around the world and
through time, but there has been consensus on many things.  Also, we believe that Jesus did not just teach
his disciples and then leave them to get on with it, but that the Holy Spirit dwells in his people, and teaches
each of us individually and as a body.  As Hooker said, the Holy Spirit works through scripture, tradition and
reason.

Reason recognises that we are also given minds, and can think about what we are taught.  If someone is
trying to make a rule out of one verse in the Bible, but this contradicts broad themes of teaching in the rest
of the Bible, we are right to be careful of it.

Even admitting these three authorities, it is not always clear what we should do.  The Bible is not a rule
book.  I talked earlier about how there are different accounts of the calling of Simon; they are not that
different, but they are not the same.  If there are some factual differences in the Bible, it makes it hard to
maintain it is to be taken as word-for-word accurate.

I was listening to a talk the other day in which the speaker commented that, no matter how fundamentalist
Christians are about the Bible, they always seem to manage to ignore the verse in which Jesus says ‘go, sell
your possessions and give the money to the poor’ (Mat.19v21).  What we accept as applying to us is always
influenced by other factors, whether we admit it or not.

So we come to a more nuanced approach.  One recognition of the complexities of understanding
Christianity comes from another Anglican theologian, John Macquarrie (1919-2007), who lists the following
‘formative factors’:

experience revelation scripture tradition culture reason

Sometimes, what we think is in the Bible, actually is not.  It often comes from our childhood teaching or
churches or books or culture.  We need to be careful of this.  This reminds me of Donald Rumsfeld’s ‘known
knowns’, ‘known unknowns’ and ‘unknown unknowns’ (US Secretary of Defence, 2002).  Some of what we
think are ‘knowns’ are actually ‘unknowns’, and we do not always know which is which.  We can have a
healthy scepticism about dogma.

What has prompted some of this thinking for me has been the Living in Love and Faith materials we have
been doing in our homegroup.  This is a Church of England course on identity, sexuality, relationships and
marriage.  These have been divisive issues for the church: same sex-relationships and divorce still give us
problems.  The course is trying to get the church to consider these things in the light of our understanding
of God’s love and acceptance for all, moving from away from simple judgements.

In my lifetime, thinking on gender and sexuality has changed dramatically.  We were taught that there was a
clear biblical line, and that was it.  Coming back to it, it may not be so black and white.  Many of the
passages that were used as proof texts in the past are from Paul’s letters, but these were written to very
different situations than we have today, and words he used then do not have the same connotations we put
on them today.

We have already decided that some of Paul’s statements do not apply today: we have woman vicar.  The
first women priests in the Anglican Church in England were only in 1992; the first woman bishop was in
2015.  Before this, based on the tradition of the church up to that point, and on some verses in the Bible, it



was not allowed.  ‘I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent’ (1
Tim.2v12).  We have changed, allowing the Bible’s teaching on equality to come to the fore.

I did not mean to make this sound so complicated!  You do not need a PhD in theology to be a Christian.
Going back to the calling of the disciples, being a Christian is about following a person.  And it is not just
head knowledge.  Jesus promised us the Spirit to guide us and lead us into all truth.  That is for each of us,
as well as for the church.  That democracy, the individualism, is an important foundation of our faith.  God is
concerned with you, and speaks to you.  Which does not mean that any weird idea you have is right.  We
are put in a body so that we can share what God is saying, and learn from others.

Our next hymn is by Charles Wesley, and, in slightly old-fashioned language, talks of this balance between
the various influences on us.  It is a prayer for the Holy Ghost to guide, inspire, teach, and give us light.  You
may like to use it as a prayer, when we sing it, and by yourself.

Come, Holy Ghost, our hearts inspire,
Let us thine influence prove;
Source of the old prophetic fire,
Fountain of life and love.

Come, Holy Ghost, for moved by thee
The prophets wrote and spoke,
Unlock the truth, thyself the key,
Unseal the sacred book.

Expand thy wings, celestial Dove,
Brood o'er our nature's night;
On our disordered spirits move,
And let there now be light.

God through himself we then shall know,
If thou within us shine;
And sound, with all thy saints below,
The depth of love divine.

Jeremy Thake
St. John & St. Stephen.



Luke 5
Jesus Calls the First Disciples
Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowd was pressing in on him to hear
the word of God, 2 he saw two boats there at the shore of the lake; the fishermen had gone out of them
and were washing their nets. 3 He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to
put out a little way from the shore. Then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat. 4 When he had
finished speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.’ 5
Simon answered, ‘Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing. Yet if you say so, I will let
down the nets.’ 6 When they had done this, they caught so many fish that their nets were beginning to
break. 7 So they signalled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and
filled both boats, so that they began to sink. 8 But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees,
saying, ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!’ 9 For he and all who were with him were amazed at
the catch of fish that they had taken; 10 and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were
partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, ‘Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.’
11 When they had brought their boats to shore, they left everything and followed him.

Malachi 3
The Coming Messenger
See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly
come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the
Lord of hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?

For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; 3 he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will
purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in
righteousness. 4 Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as in the days of old
and as in former years.

5 Then I will draw near to you for judgement; I will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, against
the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages,
the widow, and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of
hosts.


