HOMILY for the 3rd. SUNDAY of EASTERTIDE [C], APRIL 18th., 2010
“Throw the net out to starboard”

Like the disciples of Galilee, my accent betrays me, and I am a Southerner, but I spent many formative years in what was then the East Riding of Yorkshire, in the city of Hull, or to give it its posh version, Kingston-upon-Hull.     Hull meant one thing:  fish.  It was everywhere, and the smell was everywhere.   The best fish and chips to be found anywhere – certainly not served with ketchup.   All that vitamin D keeping us healthy and giving us good flexible joints, as proved valuable for East Hull MP John Prescott in the 2001 election when – do you remember? - he sprang up and punched a heckler who had been so unwise as to throw an egg at him.    There’s no pussy-footing around ‘oop North’.

And now it’s all gone.   Not a trace.   The last time I was there the famous Fish Docks were derelict or had become an improbable gentrified yachting marina.    All killed off by overfishing, a world-wide problem:  pollution, changes in water temperature, illicit fishing using explosives, scraping the sea bed, employing enormous unselective nets, up to 40 miles long, even resorting to cyanide poisoning.   To say nothing of a little fishing war with Iceland.

50% of species, they say, are overfished and in danger.   In one region alone, Newfoundland, one fine day 50,000 fishing people were put out of work, just like that.

So if we marvel at the wonderful harvest of fish on the Sea of Tiberias we should remember that Jesus’ action, if repeated, would have been the despair of the Galilee Fish Farming Board.    And having been treated once, would the disciples ever have been prepared to accept a meagre catch again?

The disciples had gone back to their old job, as best they could.   They couldn’t proclaim Christ, because Christ was dead.   But they couldn’t fish either;  were the fish dead?   Or was it that their fishing skills were dead?

Jesus tells them to try the starboard side, the right side.   No offence to left-handers, but this is a symbol of a New Way.    And Peter wraps his cloak round himself and jumps into the water;  is it out of modesty?   No;  this too is a symbol, the ‘sea of life’, and Peter is committed to hauling the fish in.

This great catch is intended to represent something unique.   Why 153?   It must be some symbolic number.   A priest friend of mine in north London has the No. 153 bus stop just outside his house and always chuckles when this Gospel comes round, because this particular bus never, ever, seems to turn up.   No catch there, anyway.

The story has been written down by somebody who must have witnessed the Church growing and spreading, and is filled with enthusiasm.   The catch is huge.

But of course the ‘catch’ isn’t always huge.   Nor are we automatically successful simply because we are Christian.   Sometimes we will find ourselves up dead-ends, or old ways will no longer work.   Then we have to try a new way, throw the net to starboard again, get into the water, not hide, not be afraid of getting wet.

Jesus’ own mission was often, in numerical terms, a failure.   He was used to small catches.   We can be lured too easily by figures and statistics.   A smaller Church is often a healthier Church.   And then we are not members of the Church for its own sake.   We are Christians in order to bring about ‘The Kingdom’.    And that process is as mysterious as what goes on underwater, beneath the surface of the sea.

We cannot force a mystery.   We are invited to remain faithful and committed, allowing the Holy Spirit to work with us.   All too often the boat of the Church seems to be sinking under the weight of the fishermen, not of the fish.

We all know of what they call the great eras of Christian mission.   The fish were plentiful, it seems.   But some eras were not actually all that great.   Christ was brought to people by force and fear.    The nets, in their effort to scoop up as many people as possible, did great damage.    

It is true that building the Kingdom can be painfully slow.   One of the most famous of all cartoons in that much-lamented magazine, Punch, dating from 1897, was a fishing cartoon.   The fisherman is fishing outside the walls of the lunatic asylum (if that term may still be used).    An inmate sticks his head over the wall:  “How long have you been there?”   “Six hours.”   “Caught anything?”   “No.”   “Come inside!”
Yes indeed, being a fisherman for Christ can often seem like the work of a madman, but then as St. Paul tells us, what is wise to God is often mad to the world, and what is strong to God is often weak to the world.

When the fishing disciples drag their catch to shore, they find that Jesus is already preparing a breakfast – of fish!    He has beaten them to it.   Christ is ahead of us in all that we do;  he has trodden the road of failure, and also the road of glory.      In great things and in small, he anticipates us.   That is our encouragement.

He doesn’t promise a blast on the trumpet, or blazing lights, or ever-ascending percentages, or exceeding targets.   He wants us, purely and simply, to ally ourselves to him, no matter however modest and undramatic the results may be.

That is the real Easter.
