HOMILY for the 5th Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], February 7th., 2010
“Pay out your nets”

I can remember exactly where I was when .....     No, not when President Kennedy was assassinated.   When I read the newspaper headline announcing that National Service was abolished.    It was in 1960.    Phew!   I thought,  a great disaster averted, for me personally and for the defence of the realm.    I would never receive the dreaded official letter telling me to report to such-and-such a barracks at such-and-such a time – and don’t be late!

Of course there were those who were appalled at this development.   The 1960’s had begun and with it came all those changes in personal behaviour that to some were shocking.   It was suggested conscription should be reintroduced at least for the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and other long-haired degenerates who were corrupting the nation.

Conscription has taken many forms including the pressgang, and avoiding it has been an age-old industry including the bribing of doctors to write phoney medical reports.    Not everybody wishes to rush to the parade ground with on their lips the words:  “Here I am, Lord, I come to do your will!”

There have been famous campaigns to plead with the reluctant, too.   Probably the most famous, in the First World War, was Lord Kitchener’s (he was actually Irish).   Staring sternly ahead and with finger unmistakeably focussed on the victim, the celebrated text was “Your country wants you”, later changed to a stronger version:  “Your country needs you”.    It was copied in America, with a fierce-looking Uncle Sam also pointing and saying:  “I need YOU for the U.S. Army”.   And to stir consciences in the hesitant, a poster of John Bull saying:  “Who’s absent?  Is it you?”

Well, we have forgotten the experience.   But some governments don’t.   Years ago the celebrated Singapore pianist Melvyn Tan moved to London, and later renounced his citizenship, to avoid the draft.   But it still stayed on their books, and in order to go there recently to judge a piano competition he had to pay a fine of $5000, which caused others out there to cry in indignation:  “I gave 2½ years, and was it only worth $5000?”
Now we have to resort to bonuses for joining up, like golden handshakes for those entering teaching or opening a bank account.

And Jesus?   Jesus used various methods.   The most direct method was the Lord Kitchener one:  “Follow me!”   Peter, Andrew, James and John got this treatment according to the Gospels of Matthew and Mark.   Then there was the call of the tax-collector Matthew, shown in Caravaggio’s famous painting, with the tax collector pointing back at himself as if saying:  “What, me?!”    It was all so abrupt that the early Fathers of the Church thought it must all have taken much longer than the way it is described.

Then there was the method described by St. John.    Jesus just glides past, as if not actually trying to attract anybody.   He depends on the intervention of others, like John the Baptist, who arouse the curiosity of the future disciples.   When these ask where Jesus lives, he says:  “Come and see”.    This all seems much more gentle.

Thirdly there is the bonus method.    We might say we have it in today’s Gospel, except the bonus is actually paid before the disciples sign up.    Funnily enough, there are many cases where the recipient of a boon from Jesus – usually a healing – wants to follow him, but is told to go away.   But not here.    

Before this episode, Jesus has been in Capernaum, where we are told he went to the house of Simon – Peter’s old name – and cured Simon’s mother-in-law who had a fever.   It seems strange that Simon has not, apparently, reacted to this;  it is almost as though Jesus was just a lodger in a B&B, and the mother-in-law had been given an aspirin.

At the wondrous catch of fish, Simon is filled with awe, and even alarm.    Why?   He recognises that Jesus has his feet in a different world?   He is belatedly aware that he had failed to recognise Jesus’ powers in the earlier event in Capernaum?   He fears that if he does not get away from Jesus he will, sooner or later, fail to recognise him again and so dishonour him – as of course happens?    He realises that life with Jesus can’t all be bonuses – unlike the Samaritan woman at the well who says:  “Give me that water always”?    He is afraid that being near Jesus exposes one to too many risks, just as they nearly sank under the weight of the catch?
Now we have all been “called up” by Jesus, in our different ways.   A few of us may have responded in recognition of some evident wonder.   Most of us have had the response done for us by our parents, and the words “Follow me” have never directly reached our ears.    Sometimes that required a little reinforcing, with parents resorting to the Lord Kitchener stance to say threateningly:   “You will come to Mass NOW!”     I had experience of this when teaching a boarding school and being required to check that nobody was ‘skiving off’ Sunday Mass:   “What are you doing hiding in that cupboard?”

Sometimes when we think back to our “call”, we may nostalgically feel that our faith was stronger, simpler and more innocent then.    Or we may feel with a quiet joy that our faith is now much deeper and more mature.

What kind of “call” do we prefer?    The no-nonsense “Follow me”?    No debating, no dithering.   Just do it.    Or the “come and see” approach, which we use with adults who approach the faith, like Corrie who was baptised here two Sundays ago?   An opportunity to explore Jesus tentatively and slowly, which maybe runs the risk that if we spend too long weighing up the factors we never allow Jesus to pull us in at all.     Or the “wonder” approach?   Maybe we think that’s rather rare, improbable, even a bit showy for us reserved Brits.   “We English don’t do miracles.”
The fact is that Christ knows each of us in our difference before ever we are born.   And he can call to us in as many different ways as there are people.     What remains true is that whoever we are, and however we are called, Christ needs to ‘use our boat’.   If we don’t let him, he can’t say anything to anybody.   And if we are to gain from knowing him, we have to take a risk, moving out into the deep, the unknown, the open.

Above all, we mustn’t be “overcome”, as Simon was.    Christ really means it.   Christian conscription is long gone, thank goodness, but our heavenly country still needs us.

