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Sermon by the Reverend Jo-Ann R. Murphy, D.Min. 
Interim Rector 

 
   “Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid.” Do not be afraid. Someone has said that the 
words “do not be afraid” are repeated 120 times in Holy Scripture. That is a good thing, too, 
because there was a lot to be afraid of for those poor fishermen we met in today’s Gospel lesson, 
no less than for you and for me today. The call to follow Jesus is risky business - - but with great 
rewards. 
   Luke doesn’t tell us what Jesus teaches the crowds when he gets “into one of the boats,” the 
one belonging to Simon and asks him to put out a little way from shore. What do you think? 
Jesus’ last couple of teachings hadn’t exactly been well received. Remember? In Nazareth he so 
angered the congregation that they chased him out of the town and came close to pitching him 
over a cliff! And what was it Jesus was preaching in Nazareth? You remember, he preached 
good news for the poor, release for the captives, recovery of sight for the blind and liberty for the 
oppressed. Good news for those on the margins but a threat for those who were wealthy and who 
had power. In other words, anything except the status quo; anything except business as usual. 
   Jesus’ instruction to Simon “Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch” 
provides a sharp contrast to our human penchant for the predictable and the routine. It is an 
invitation to venture into new ground or new depths, but it also points to new challenges in 
mission and ministry for the church in every generation, new challenges in mission and ministry 
for St. Bartholomew’s in this generation. In the case of Simon, as for us faced with such a 
command, there is the realization that the most profound and significant experiences of God and 
life are not to be found in the safe ways and places. Simon obeys the instruction and is surprised 
by a catch so huge that assistance had to be sought to reign it in. 
   I believe that Jesus’ teaching from Simon’s boat was the same message, a message of the 
Kingdom of God among us, here and now, shalom, well-being for all. But then Jesus needed 
Simon and now he needs us. For this to be the acceptable year of the Lord, Jesus needs us. 
   Jesus empowered Simon and Jesus empowers you and me. The kingdom of God Jesus preaches 
is on both sides of the grave. Heaven and hell begin here and now, both for individuals and for 
communities. How does that transformation happen? How does affordable housing get built? 
How do food banks get started? How does the truth get known? What we believe shapes how we 
act. So, if you looked at our actions from the outside what would you conclude we believe? I 
think that is a very important question for St. Bartholomew’s to be asking ourselves right now. 
We are in the cusp of advertising the position of St. Bartholomew’s rector on the EDOW 
website.  Possible candidates for this permanent position will be looking at what we say we 
believe and how we act and drawing conclusion about whether or not they might want to submit 
their names as candidates.  When these clergy look at who we say we are, they will be looking 
through the lens of what we do. What will they see?  
   One of the first things a visitor to St. Stephen’s in Coconut Grove, Florida sees, is a larger than 
life statue of the Deacon St. Stephen, mentioned in the New testament book of Acts for his good 
works of service such as feeding the poor. Stephen was the first martyr of the Christian Church. 
He is cast looking up to heaven with a beatific look on his young face. It’s a beautiful statue of 
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the church’s patron saint. There’s only one thing wrong with it. It’s been vandalized. The statue 
of Stephen has no hands. 
   The story goes that soon after the statue was cast and erected vandals wacked off the hands.  
The artist made new hands and replaced the ones that had been destroyed. 
   Not too long after that, the exact same thing happened again. So, Stephen’s hands were 
replaced a third time.  
   You can guess where this is going, right? Yup. When the statue’s hands were vandalized for a 
third time some wise person said – “wait a minute, maybe there’s a message here.  We will be 
the hands of St. Stephen in the world. We will feed the hungry and minister to the poor.” And 
that’s what that parish has become known for. Once each month it cooks and serves a meal for 
neighbors who do not have houses. Members of the parish eat with their guests. St. Stephen’s has 
a “clothes closet” that gives away gently used shoes and clothes to those who need them. Etc. 
etc. etc. 
   There is a message there - - and here - - we are the only hands God has to do his work in the 
world. 
   Jesus tells Simon, “Do not be afraid,” Our faith should quell our fears, but never our courage. 
If we think metaphorically for a minute, doesn’t deep water symbolize being in over our heads, 
being up against huge and over-powering odds. Well, what is more formidable than the self-
serving wealthy [political establishment? Many have forgotten the idea of a common good, of a 
commonwealth, and that is what the kingdom of God, God’s shalom is. It means good for all, not 
just for some. 
   Jesus cannot continue his ministry without my help. He needs Simon and he needs me. Do you 
hear him calling you, too? I hope so. And I hope you hear him calling St. Bartholomew’s. 
   It is clear that there is a cost to discipleship, with its claim on the life of those who would 
respond. It involves putting God and Christ at the center of one’s life, even if that means a 
change of vocation. One makes this change not because one is being forced to do so but because 
like Simon one has experienced the grace of God in a moment of revelation and can do no other. 
   There’s a story of a man who reaches the pearly gates and is greeted by God. God welcomes 
heaven’s new resident and the newcomer asks God if he may ask a question. God agrees and the 
man says, why did you make life on earth so difficult for so many? There’s so much economic 
inequality, so much illness, so much crime,” the man says. “Why?” 
God replies, “I didn’t make it that way. I created you. What did you do about it?” 
   “Do not be afraid.” Remember, we are God’s hands in this world. If there is to be good news 
for those who are poor, release for those who are captive, sight for the blind, and liberty for the 
oppressed, we are the only ones who can accomplish that ministry. We are the only ones who 
can make 2022 an acceptable year of the Lord. Amen. 


