Fishing for Prophets
Mark 1:14-20


It’s been a very long time since Noank was known as a fishing village.  The reputation still exists, to be sure, but for a limited supply of fishermen and -women.  Certainly, the oysters that get shucked around this region typically originate from the mouth of the river below us; there are still charter boats and a good number of weekend anglers during the summer.  But for the most part, fishing is not what it once was and fewer and fewer people make it their livelihood.

I’m told it’s because the work is hard, particularly this time of year, trolling miles of endless sea beyond the horizon for a catch that can’t match the price it takes out of you.  Much of the fish that makes it to market comes from the mammoth trawlers that can afford to stay offshore for weeks and are large enough to survive the raging winds and waves of the North Atlantic.  Local boats might manage a small take off Montauk Point or along the south side of the appropriately named, Fishers Island.  But it’s rarely enough to pay the bills or, for that matter, the tuition for the next generation that will choose to remain on land.  Small enterprise fishing is quickly becoming a thing of the past.

Like those throughout history, it’s often thought that there must be a better way to make a living.  For those of us who read Sebastian Junger’s book, The Perfect Storm, we might think only a crazy person would risk their life to this extent.  But it’s not just the danger and the hard work that make this challenging, down through the ages an unfair social stigma has been associated with this vocation.  To quote even an ancient Egyptian papyrus, fishing for a living “is more miserable than any other profession.”
  The Roman poet Cicero (with a bit of an elitist air) opined that fishing was among the most shameful occupations, along with “fish-sellers, butchers, cooks, [and] poultry-raisers.”
  Aside from a few exceptions, no culture has ever ranked fishing as a highly regarded trade.
By and large, fishing has been unfairly portrayed as a low-end job, suitable for an intrepid breed or those who had few other prospects in life.  That is less true today than in the past, but stereotypes still linger of commercial fishermen who were coarse, under-educated, and unrefined.  Whether or not that’s true, fishing has been normally an inherited occupation, it’s been the ambition for those who seek to sustain the diets of their immediate and extended families from one generation after another.  As long as they could provide for their families, that was enough.  With their lives consisting mainly of boats and water and not much more, it didn’t really matter that anyone would even consider their status and worth of low-estate.  As long as you were left alone, life was hard, but basically good.
In an interesting way, the nature and state of fishing are clues for understanding of the text for the day and the context in which Jesus lived and served, and particularly the people with whom he surrounded himself.  All the romantic images we have of the early disciples as noble and highly regarded fishermen, suitable for their spiritual task to serve as great apostles who evangelize their world, are misleading at best.  Fishermen in Jesus’ day were hard luck, hard-working scruffs whose world was limited and limiting to personal advancement.  

When we explore the historical realities of the times in which Jesus lived and particularly this setting by the Sea of Galilee, the calling of the disciples is a bit different than what we learned in Sunday School or in church membership classes.  Those we view as righteous religious believers (Simon Peter, Andrew, James and John) were not that at all; more than likely they would been closer to the stereotype of fishermen I just described—largely unfamiliar with the inside of a synagogue and living largely in a world removed from the religious sensibilities of their day.  As a rule, the Sabbath for them would have been spent like any other day, mending their nets, fixing their boats, and trading stories along the shoreline with other fishermen, awaiting the time to go out again for the day’s catch.  In other words, one of the most dramatic impressions we have at the beginning of the Gospel story when the disciples appear to obediently and devotedly respond to the spiritual authority of Jesus as Lord is not what tradition tells us; in fact, it was never really an altar call at all.  It was something quite different to which they responded so immediately.


None of this is evident without taking into account the historical realities of Jesus’ day.  That is something that has been emphasized and evaluated by scholars in more recent times, as archeological and historical data put biblical stories into context.  Despite conventional impressions and traditional interpretations, one of the things we need to rethink is what Jesus’ call to these fishermen was likely all about, especially given what their livelihood and circumstances would have been.  What is now more evident to us is that Jesus’ invitation to follow him and become fishers of people was not about converting them to religious faith; instead it was intended as an act of social protest and complaint against a world that had made the lives of low-end workers hard—a world that, in their experience, was headed in the wrong direction!  What was going on was more akin to the beginnings of a social movement, more like Occupy Wall Street or something like that, rather than a religious awakening.

Granted, this is a paradigm shift for most of us growing up in the church, or who have been fed by traditional Protestant theology.  We’ve been taught that it was about obedience to God and religious faith, just like the stuff of baptismal classes.  That still could be true, except Jesus’ call to his disciples wasn’t taking them out of the world in order to become focused on eternal life; no, he was inviting them to join his countercultural movement and let their eyes of faith help them to see more clearly their daily world in light of God’s demands for justice.  Once they did that, they would help Jesus reform and transform Israel into the people and society God wanted them to be. 
The call to discipleship, then, was not mainly about getting their individual lives right before God before they died, as much as it was a prophetic rejection of the way the world was run—the way it was ordered and controlled by powerful interests and the elite of their times—those who lorded over them economically, politically, socially, and religiously.  Again, it was not unlike what’s happening around the world today, or even fifty years ago with Martin Luther King, Jr. and others at beginning of the Civil Rights movement.  Discipleship was a call to action in this world, not a commitment to a new religion or a new way to view the afterlife. 

Why should we view the calling of the disciples in this way as a form of protest against their world?  Again, it stems from both the historical realities at the time, as well as the images of fishing that were used in the biblical prophetic tradition, from which Jesus drew his inspiration.  
For one thing, if you examine the history of Palestine prior to and during Jesus’ lifetime, Galilee was a politically charged and restless region in constant crisis.  Herod the Great ruled with a tyrant’s zeal on behalf of the Romans in the generation immediately preceding Jesus.  After Herod died around the time of Jesus’ birth, a major uprising occurred in Galilee that resulted in the destruction of the Roman city of Sepphoris—the capital of Galilee—which happened to be only 3-4 miles from Jesus’ home in Nazareth.  When the Romans ruthlessly squashed the rebellion, then those throughout the region (particularly craftsmen like Jesus and his father Joseph) were conscripted by the Romans to rebuild the city.  As one commentator notes,

If Jesus of Nazareth labored as a carpenter or construction worker in Nazareth, it is highly likely that he got work as a young man rebuilding Sepphoris, one hour’s walk away.  Its destruction and reconstruction as an imperial city would have had a profound impact on his consciousness.
By the time Jesus was a grown man in his late teens, Herod Antipas, who succeeded his father, reinforced his rule and Roman domination in Galilee.  To quote the same commentator:

…In 14 C.E., Caesar Augustus died and Tiberius became emperor.  To curry the new emperor’s favor, Herod Antipas began building a new capital city called Tiberias on the shores of the Sea of Galilee.  There he built a royal palace, where it is likely he beheaded John the Baptist.  The primary function of this city was to regulate the fishing industry around the Sea of Galilee, putting it firmly under the control of Roman interests.  
…All fishing was regulated by the state for the benefit of the urban elite—either Greeks or Romans who had settled in Palestine following military conquest or Jews connected with the Herodian family.  The profited from the fishing industry in three ways.  First, they now controlled the sale of fishing licenses, without which locals could not fish. …Second, they taxed the fish product, its processing, and levied tolls on product transport.  …Third, they steadily restructured the industry for export, so that the majority of fish were salt preserved or made into fish sauce and then shipped to distant markets throughout the empire.

In other words, Jesus’ ministry began in the place were local fishermen had little control over their market and were made subject to strict and costly regulation by the authorities to favor their export market to other regions in the Roman empire.

Needless to say, the resentment that local Galilean fishermen felt toward these powerful economic and political forces controlling their livelihood and interests ran deep.  Yet, for the most part, they were powerless to do anything about it, short of armed insurrection, which was doomed to fail.  These were the people Jesus chose as his first disciples.

Now if you take into consideration the realities of the time, Jesus’ call to discipleship takes on a whole new level of meaning and purpose.  This is reinforced by Jesus’ use of the invitation to “fish for people.”  What did that mean?  Was that about seeking religious converts?  Not in the prophetic tradition.  For example, in Jeremiah 16, the prophet is speaking out against those who have polluted Israel with corruption, when he says this: “I am now sending for many fishermen, says the Lord, and they will catch them.”  Then you have Amos, who uses the language of fishing for people in chapter four: “The time is surely coming upon you [who oppress the poor, who crush the needy], when they shall take you away with hooks, even the last of you with fishhooks.”  You find additional and similar uses of prophetic “fishing” in Ezekiel and Habakkuk.  These images spoke to the times and to the intent when Jesus called his disciples to follow him, for he would make them fish for people—not just for any people, but for those who destroyed the character of Israel and the hope of the poor and oppressed.  Ched Myers comments:

Jesus—who knew the prophetic literature and sought to embody it anew in his context—was using an idiom that “exposed and provoked” the conflict in order to address it.  It mixed both the prophetic sense of warning to the oppressor classes and the lament of those oppressed by the privatizers of the Sea of Galilee’s commonwealth.  He was summoning these marginalized workers to join him in, to use modern parlance, “catching some Big Fish” and restoring God’s justice for the poor.
    
So what we have is Jesus calling out his disciples to stop cooperating with circumstances that made their lives worse.  Not surprising, Peter, Andrew, James and John, as young men starting out and likely frustrated by the hardships imposed, immediately responded to his call and dropped their nets and followed him.  In effect, Jesus was doing a little prophetic fishing of his own—fishing for prophets—to join him in a deviant act of non-cooperation with a system that took advantage of powerless people and made oppressors rich.  That would be a hallmark of his prophetic ministry and the building of a new society in the Kingdom of God.

There’s so much more that could be said to flush this out in full, but suffice to say, a call to Christian discipleship, as you can see, has more to do with challenging a world that harms the victimized and disadvantaged parts of society than anything else, whomever they would be—the poor, the disabled, lepers, widows, orphans, women, children, low-income workers, immigrants, debtors and sinners—anyone who is relatively powerless against the greater forces that rule economies, political systems, and control legal, cultural, and religious institutions.  What Jesus offers is a powerful message of noncooperation and protest that leads to social movements that seek to raise up the poor and bring down the great and mighty, righting the wrongs and healing the divisions in society.  
Salvation, of course, has always been a synonym for healing, which means it is about making things right again—the way they were intended by God to be.  Disciples, then, are messengers of salvation, not to provide an escape from the world, but to empower people to change it.  As Peter said to Jesus later on in Mark:  “Look, we have left everything and followed you.”  We have taken a risk to follow your vision that the world could be different than had we stayed at home with our boats and nets.  Jesus replied: 

Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—…But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.  (Mark 10:28-30) 
Discipleship is for the sake of the Gospel, which inspires us with faith to believe that God cares about human suffering and oppression and seeks deliverance and healing for those who struggle throughout life.  It’s meant to be grace for those who suffer so many hardships, not an easy religious pass from accountability for those who impose those hardships.  The Gospel is meant to sharpen our consciences and motivate us to be a part of movements and causes that rise up against any practices that are unjust, dishonest, unethical, selfish, abusive, callous, and oppressive to people who have little say over what controls their lives.  It is to convict those who do take advantage and lord it over others that God is ultimately sovereign and powerful and will hold them accountable for righteousness sake, hopefully, leading them to repentance.

History has a way of correcting our interpretations, as well as providing perspective on so many things.  It can reduce the meanings associated with some things, but at the same time, increase the importance of others.  History also explains why ours is such a profound and significant calling—not to a religion that protects us from the world within stained-glass sanctuaries and behind meetinghouse walls, but to a way of life that challenges us to think deeply how the world might be better and how we might deliver people from the hardships of their lives.  For that is real hope, meaningful hope, to those who wonder where God is in their lives.   

 
In the ancient testimony of prophets, as followers of Jesus it’s the job of fishermen and –women—who take up the pastoral and prophetic cause to unmask the powers and triumph over evil.  That’s what Jesus did and that’s what his Gospel is for.  Since that is something we embrace in our own hearts and in the ministry of our church in the heart of this region, then it’s fair to say, Jesus will always consider this a fishing village for people and prophets. 
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