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“I will make you fishers of people” 

I’ve been misunderstanding those words for years. I’ve been picturing the Trawler of 

Evangelism, with God’s people on it, trying to get those not yet Christians into their 

massive, industrial nets and bring them to the great Fish Market of Celebration where our 

friends will cry out in appreciation of how successful our fishing trip was. And I’ve been 

feeling a little bit uncomfortable about that, because I know for a fact that fishing is good 

news for trawler operators but very, very bad news for fish. 

Only as I was preparing this sermon did something new strike me: the ones we are fishing 

out of the water are humans. They have lungs, not gills. So it’s more like being a lifeboat 

than a trawler. Evangelism isn’t bad news, then, but good: it entails being vigilant for those 

whose waving is actually a call for help by the drowning, and helping them to safety. This bit 

of the church is called a nave, which is Latin for a boat – all we’re doing is providing a safe 

space for people to discover faith (which we could see as dry boards you can stand on) and 

hope (because this good ship is going somewhere) and love (the love of God and the love of 

his welcoming, accepting crew of people).  

Seeing evangelism this way doesn’t take away the need for courage – we’ll still need to talk 

about Jesus, gently and with respect, because it’s only as we do so that people will show us 

if they’re interested in knowing more. And seeing evangelism this way doesn’t take away the 

probability that most people will choose to stay in the water for the moment – that’s heart-

breaking, but it’s not for us to override their decisions. Even God doesn’t force anyone 

aboard. But here’s the good news: being in the family of God is like being on the ark. You 

might have to spend a very long time sitting next to a rhinoceros, but you won’t be left 

clinging onto sea-weed when the floods come. 

This way of thinking about evangelism links with a verse from our Psalm – “God hides me 

under his roof, enfolds me in his tent, and sets me high upon a rock”. Just eighteen words, 

but they give us three images – a roof, a tent, a rock. All of the nouns have the same sense: 

a roof is a sanctuary from rain, a tent is a shelter from the wind, and a rock is a firm place 

for those who have been drowning in water or sinking in mud. And the three verbs speak of 

God’s action – hiding, enfolding, setting high. Hiding: because sin and evil and fear and death 

may huff and puff, but by the hair on their chinny chin chins they’ll never blow God’s house 

down. Enfolding in the tent: because all ancient shrines were sanctuaries where people could 

find asylum, and God promises the same kind of safety for those who flee to him. Setting 

high: up where the waves cannot reach you and the sharks cannot bite. You are safe as 

houses, safe in the sanctuary, safe from flooding. So what is Psalmist’s response to this triple 

safety? “I will hold my head up high”. 

It sounds a bit smug, doesn’t it? “I’m safe, so I’ll hold my head up high!” “I’m in the boat, 

thank you very much.” But the Psalmist doesn’t stay smug – in the last verse of the Psalm 

he’s breaking the fourth wall and addressing US, saying “put your hope in the Lord, be 

strong, let your heart be bold, put your hope in the Lord.” If in his mind’s eye he’s been set 

firmly on top of a rock, then he’s seeing you and me flailing around in quick sand down 
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below and he’s reaching both hands down to us, urging us to grab hold so we too can be 

hauled up to safety. And the apostles didn’t stick smugly in the lifeboat either, having a 

lifeboat party – they cast off into the high seas, rescuing Jew and Gentile alike from the sea 

of sin and fear and death and welcoming them into the sanctuary boat. The more convinced 

you are that you are safe, the more active you will be in helping others find that same safety. 

Because Jesus’s very name implies that he is on the lifeboat too. “Jesus” doesn’t mean “the 

Lord teaching the truth”, or “the Lord giving a good example”, or “the Lord being 

judgemental” or “the Lord having all the best arguments.” No, Jesus means “the Lord to the 

rescue.”  

Put it this way: if you had been on a ship-wrecked yacht off Anglesey a few years ago, it’s 

entirely credible that the coastguard helicopter might have been sent out to rescue you, and 

there dangling from a long, snaking cable being lowered from the helicopter was Prince 

William (because that is what he did for a living). William would attach the winch around 

your waist, and you’d hold tight to him, and he’d radio up and together you would find 

yourselves in the shelter of the helicopter and then safe on dry land. 

Now, fast forward a few decades. Following the sad death of King Charles III, you’re 

watching the coronation of King William on television, or whatever we’re going to be using 

at that time. Your spouse turns to you and says “he’s our king”. “Yes,” you say, “he’s our 

king – but he’s MY rescuer. I can hold my head up high because he has rescued me and set 

me safe upon a rock. That’s why I’m a crew member for the RNLI, fishing people out of the 

water.” 

Jesus has made you a fisher of people. So, fish. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


