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A Man Called Simon 
 
When I read the Gospel reading for any particular Sunday, usually one line jumps out at 
me or one concept - and I end up chasing it and often focusing on one particular person 
or practice. And I’ve done that again this time. The person’s name is Simon and I am 
fascinated by the line “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” And yet within 
minutes he, his brother Andrew, James and John leave their boats to their fellow 
fishermen, and follow Jesus.  
 
You know the story. Jesus was standing at the north end of the Sea of Galilee and the 
people were crowding around him, listening to his teachings about God and God’s way. 
It was getting crowded around him so Jesus got into one of the boats – the one owned 
by Simon - also later known as Peter - and asked Simon to put out from shore. 
 
I love that Jesus is extending his reach beyond the synagogue. I do not know this for 
certain, but I expect that synagogues were restrictive in terms of who was allowed in – 
but anyone could congregate at the side of a lake. I love what Charles Wesley said 
some 1700 years later when he was not permitted to preach inside a church. He 
asserted “The World is my Parish!” Well, it turns out the fishing boat made a pretty 
good pulpit too. 
 
A word about the state of Simon. He would have been exhausted and famished - having 
been working all night. And as we know, likely despondent about the lack of a catch of 
fish. So when Jesus finished teaching and told Simon to go to deep water and let down 
the nets, well, Simon was a fisherman and this Rabbi, Jesus, was not a fishman.  
Simon knew how useless this endeavour would be. Not only that, he and his fellow 
fishermen would have to wash their nets again… 
 
Still he says “Because you say so, I will…”  Why? Well, Jesus was considered a rabbi, a 
teacher. Simon – a laborer. So there was that. But I also wonder if part of the reason is 
that earlier Jesus had healed Simon’s mother-in-law from a bad fever. But I don’t hold 
onto that too tightly since in Mark’s Gospel, Simon has already become a disciple 
before Jesus heals Simon’s mother-in-law. Chronology wasn’t the thing with the Gospel 
writers that it is with us. 
 
And you know what happens next. Simon, James, and John – and likely Simon’s 
brother Andrew - catch so many fish that the nets begin to break, and they signal their 
partners to help them, and the boats are filled so full, they begin to sink.  
 
At the point Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, 
Lord; I am a sinful man!” I don’t know the logistics of this. Was Jesus still in the boat?  
Did they wait until they got to shore? 
 
However it happened, Peter had an epiphany and it’s a terrifying one. Traditionally what 
scholars say, and I believe it, is that – faced with a miracle of this proportion – he knows 
he in in the presence of “the Holy.” Who “the Holy” is he will learn as he goes. And this 
will lead to his name being changed to Peter. But I think it’s more than being aware of 
his sinfulness; he is aware he is about to be called to do something that he does not 
want to do.  
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Remember the response of Isaiah when he was called by God to be a prophet and 
proclaimer of the world of God.  He said, “Woe is me! For I am undone, because I am a 
man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips: for my eyes 
have seen the King, Yahweh of Armies!” (Isaiah 6:5). 
 
Peter senses he is about to be called to be a disciple. And I am speculating that maybe 
this was something he had no desire to do. Speculating further, if he really didn’t want to 
be a disciple, he could say that he was married and therefore had family responsibilities. 
And Jesus DID care about authentic family responsibilities. From the cross Jesus 
managed to tell John – as Jesus was dying from suffocation and blood loss – to look 
after his mother Mary. 
 
But what had Jesus just done? Provided for the livelihood of Simon’s family for some 
time. Fish was eaten fresh, for sure. But lots of it – there being no refrigeration – was 
salted. So could be sold over a period of time. I’m just speculating. But doesn’t that 
make sense to you?  
 
***** 
 
Still, this is a drastic step when you are a married man with a small family business. So 
why did Simon go? Yes, he was called by Jesus, but Simon could choose. 
 
I just learned this supposed fact from the commentator on my Bible in a Year podcast. 
And here it is. Simon was a teenager, as were Andrew, James and John. What?!  
This may be old news to you, but to me with was a huge revelation. And I’ll explain why 
Biblical commentators assert this in a minute. 
 
I thought about teenagers and their adventures in the context of our own family.  
 
What did our son Tom do when he was 18? He got an opportunity to volunteer in 
Guinea for a year with an organization that helped to provide play opportunities for kids 
in refugee camps. He had no idea what he was getting into, but at 18, consequences 
didn’t weigh heavily in his mind. 
 
My husband at age 18? He was being a hippy -- hitch-hiking across Canada and 
slumming it in Vancouver.  
 
My Dad? He would not have been much more than 18 when he answered the call to go 
to war in Europe in 1939. My Dad was a gentle soul and not a fighter. He simply wanted 
some adventure and to see the world. 
 
For those of you who have heard the assertion before that most of Jesus’ disciples were 
teenagers when they began following Jesus, the following won’t be very interesting, but 
for those of you who find this concept “news to you” – here is the rationale.  According 
to the Mishnah, the oral interpretations of the Torah or Jewish law at the time of Jesus – 
and I’m quoting from a variety of sources… 
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 “At five years old [one is fit] for the Scripture, at ten years [one is fit] for the Mishnah 
(oral Torah, interpretations), at thirteen [one is fit] for the fulfilling of the commandments, 
at fifteen [one is fit] the Talmud (making Rabbinic interpretations), at eighteen - the 
bride-chamber, at twenty pursuing a vocation, at thirty for authority (able to teach 
others).” And on it goes… 
 
Jesus – a rabbi – was about 30 years old when he began his ministry, as indicated by 
Scripture. As for the disciples… If you were a bright child or your family had money - at 
age 15, a Rabbi might take you on as a student. If you weren’t an academic or wealthy, 
it was into the workforce for you - apprenticing under your father in the family trade. And 
at 18 – marriage.  
 
So the thought is that Peter was 18, but not much more because there are no children 
mentioned. James and John and Andrew - older than 15 because they were working in 
the business - but younger than 18 because unmarried.  
 
This all makes so much more sense to me that they left their nets and boats to the other 
workers, and followed Jesus. Again, I’m not negating that they were called by the Son of 
God. I’m asserting that there is free will, and teenage wildness. As in “work my guts out 
being a fisherman or hangout with a super-teacher?!” Hmm… 
 
What about Matthew who was a tax collector for the Roman government. He was likely 
an adult. But that’s only one of them. And he might have been new in the business and 
young too. 
 
If this is true, all of a sudden Jesus’s seeming frustration with his disciples becomes all 
the more understandable. Think about being a 30 to 33 year old person taking a 
church youth group with you for three years. And the mission of Jesus was so 
much more than that. 
 
Here are some of those situations and Jesus’s rebukes to his disciples. Things you 
wouldn’t likely say to someone your own age or older. 
 
The Parable of the Sower -  “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you 
understand any parable?  
 
Calming the storm - He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have 
no faith?” 
 
The Yeast of the Pharisees.  “Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still 
not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? 18 Do you have eyes but fail to see, 
and ears but fail to hear? And don’t you remember?”  
 
The boy with convulsions – “You unbelieving generation,” Jesus replied, “how long shall 
I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring the boy to me.” 
 
And specifically to Peter he says, “Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the 
concerns of God, but merely human concerns.” 
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At the same time he speaks to them as beloved children, which they are… In all four 
Gospels Jesus refers to his disciples as  his “little ones.” Which makes sense if they are 
youngsters, but not if they are the age of Jesus or older. 
 
*****   
 
So I’ve made the case that when Jesus caused the large catch of fish to be caught, 
Peter knew he was about to be called into something very big. He echoed the words of 
the prophet Isaiah who – as I mentioned earlier – was a prophet and preacher who not 
entirely welcomed by the priests and King. Jewish tradition has it that Isaiah was sawn 
in two – alive – by Manasseh, who was the King of Judah from 697–643 BC. 
 
Peter had no excuse not to follow Jesus since there was a lot of fish to be salted to 
support his family. Plus there were other workers who could carry on the business. And, 
being a teenager, it would be an adventure. Which is certainly was. 
 
And we know that although Peter returned to fishing briefly after the death and 
resurrection of Jesus, he became the leader of the Jewish church. You can read about 
that in the book of Acts – which is really the second book of Luke. 
 
And, sadly, Christian tradition has it that Peter too was martyred. Likely in AD 67 under 
the reign of Nero. On the way to his crucifixion he is said to have requested being hung 
upside down because he did not want a death equal to Jesus’s… 
 
*****   
 
What do we do with this? 
 
I don’t have any great conclusions. I’m not a fan of the belief that God calls the most 
unlikely. It seems to me God calls those who have the qualities and education He 
needs. Peter was a risk-taker and a fast learner. Paul was a Roman and educated. 
 
And I don’t believe you have to be called away from your ordinary life to be a disciple of 
Jesus. To be a gentle and effective evangelist. 
 
Laur and I heard an interesting story on NPR about how an atheist physician – Dr. 
Francis Collins - came to faith in Jesus Christ. He was being a doctor to people who 
were coming to the end of their life, sometimes with a great deal of pain and suffering. 
 
And he said, “And you think of yourself in that situation, and you wonder, how would I 
handle this? And you watch some of these people who are so supported by their 
confidence in their faith that they are radiating this kind of peace and tranquility.” 
 
This led him into having a lengthy and challenging discussion with a local pastor who 
then gave him the book Mere Christianity. And today Francis Collins is deeply Christian 
and an advocate for his patients and the concerns of this world. 
 
I think of what I know about Irene Seager and her Faith and her witness to the end. 
Finishing well – with the song “I Will Come to You in the Silence” as your mantra and 
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mission is no less worthy of a calling than that of Peter and of the doctor. These words 
are so reassuring… 
 
Do not be afraid, I am with you 
I have called you each by name 
Come and follow Me 
I will bring you home 
I love you and you are mine 
 
Dr. Collins ended his interview with a hymn written by Robert Lowry in 1864 during the 
Civil War. "How Can I Keep From Singing." He sang the second verse… And I’ll speak it 
as the end to this reflection: 
What though the tempest loudly roars, I hear the truth. It shields me.  
What though the darkness around me close, songs in the night will heal me.  
No storm can shake my inmost calm, while to that rock I'm clinging.  
Since love is Lord of heaven and earth, how can I keep from singing? 
AMEN. 
 
 


