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February 07, 2016 
 

During my travels to the Holy Land I was reminded again of one of the quirky things that a visitor often 
encounters, especially in the most rural and poor areas of that place.  It happens in the public bathrooms.  At 
one of our stops in Jordan I entered one of those facilities and I noticed that I was the only person using the 
restroom, but there was another man situated near the door who just stood there quietly and waited for me to 
finish my business.  As I approached the sink to wash my hands the man kindly turned on the faucet for my 
convenience.  He was not, of course, doing this as a courtesy.  I was going to be expected to pay a shekel or two 
for his services, and I wasn’t given the opportunity to turn the water on myself.  For as mildly irritating as that 
was, I was reminded that at least it wasn’t as bad as some of the bathrooms I’d visited elsewhere in that region 
where the gracious man inside was standing by in order to sell me the toilet paper that I might have need of.  
The point is that I can fend for myself in a restroom, and I don’t appreciate someone else inserting himself in the 
process with some alleged helpful service for which I am expected to pay money.  I didn’t request any bathroom 
valet, but suddenly I was stuck with one.   

And although the analogy isn’t exactly perfect, I recalled that bathroom encounter as I pondered the situation of 
Simon at the shore of the sea in today’s gospel.  There he was washing his fishing nets with his companions after 
a fruitless night on the water, and this man Jesus appeared and stepped into his boat.  There is no indication 
that he was invited to hop aboard.   He just inserted himself into the situation, and soon enough he was offering 
fishing tips to the professional fisherman who had made no request for help.  Just as I can handle myself in a 
restroom, Simon Peter knew his way around his own familiar fishing grounds, without any felt need for 
unsolicited assistance from a stranger.  And more than that—and more to the point—after providing this 
unrequested help, Jesus was expecting a sacrifice in return.  Not just a shekel or two, but he was inviting Peter 
to turn over his very life for the sake of the mission of God.   That’s very much the way it is with Jesus in his 
gospel activity.  He is eager to provide for the needs of the unfortunate, happy to heal and forgive and reconcile 
any who asks for it or are willing to accept it.  But it always comes with the expectation of service and 
responsibility in return.  People are free to refuse that, of course, but to decline the invitation is to short-circuit 
the purpose of being found and helped by Jesus Christ.  “Do not be afraid,” Jesus said to Simon after the huge 
haul of fish.  “From now on you will be catching people.”  That’s not a task that Simon Peter ever requested or 
expressed any desire for.  He was just washing his nets, and suddenly he is being made to choose whether to 
take on a completely new identity and purpose for his life.  And the most amazing thing is, he agrees! As this 
gospel ends we are told “when they brought their boats to the shore, they left everything and followed him.”  
Why in the world would they—or anybody—do that?  It can’t have been just because of a miracle catch of fish.  
No matter how big was the take that day in Galilee, no quantity of seafood could have justified the complete 
abandonment of family, friends, home, occupations, property and security.  It could only have been the result of 
a personal encounter with this uninvited Lord and teacher, and the conviction that such a meeting required a 
response from the heart—a complete dedication of one’s life.  The response of Simon Peter and his companions 
was not logical or prudent.  In many ways it appeared to be reckless and rash, but once you have met your God, 
your life-source, and allowed Him into your heart, how can you turn away or decline the invitation to serve? 
Once you are found by your Savior, how could you choose to be left to your own designs again?  What kind of 
self-sufficiency is worth saying “No Thanks” to the Master who comes to love us utterly and to ask our 
participation in the mission?  
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But self-sufficiency is my treasure, my security, my pride and boast, like being the master of my career, or my 
relationships, or my schedule, or my money—or even my restroom experiences in exotic places.  This thirst for 
utter independence can be the great barrier to welcoming the invitation of the Lord to follow and to serve.  My 
natural inclination is not to want to be helped, especially if accepting that help incurs an obligation in return.  I’d 
rather do it myself, or be the one to decide not to.  It’s true in a foreign bathroom, and it’s true in every other 
time and circumstance of life.   

But we Christians gather here for worship each week because we have been convinced that self-sufficiency can’t 
be our way of living together.  Having met the Lord, we recognize that, left our own best efforts, we can only fail 
as disciples.  Peter was a master fisherman, as were his mates.  But when the Lord offered to help them, they 
stood down and accepted his direction.  May we pray to do the same, to be willing subjects of his kind guidance. 
Even when we think we know better, and even when we’d prefer to be the boss of ourselves. 


