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Let us pray… 
 
This morning’s scripture passage is pretty short, so let’s hear most of it again:   

As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee,  
he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake— 
for they were fishermen.  
And Jesus said to them,  
‘Follow me and I will make you fish for people.’  
And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  
 
As [Jesus] went a little farther,  
he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John,  
who were in their boat mending the nets.  
Immediately he called them;  
and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men,  
and followed him. 

 
When I started spending time with this text this past week, I just felt so bad for Zebedee.  
He has built up a family business; he’s pretty successful, from what we can tell.  
Zebedee doesn’t just have his sons working with him, he’s got hired men.  He’s doing 
well enough that he’s got a few boats, then; he’s paying other people to help him and 
his sons catch fish.  This isn’t a struggling-for-survival kind of fishing operation, this is a 
big deal.  I bet Zebedee has been thinking about retirement.  Things are going so well, 
and his sons have learned so much, and they work so well together; he can start to cut 
back on his work hours and let them take the lead more.  I imagine him being proud of 
them, and pretty proud of his life’s work, creating a business that can now support his 
kids.  And the families he’s hoping they’ll be starting someday soon. 
 
And then, along comes some wandering, long-haired, hippie preacher, who just says, 
“Hey, dudes, come with us”, and they drop their nets like hypnotized fools.  As his boys 
wander off, leaving the nets tangled in a pile, Zebedee sees his plans, his business, his 
retirement, all disappearing in an instant.   
 
But all that isn’t why I was feeling bad for Zebedee.  It’s what must have happened next, 
after the gospel writer moved on to the next story.  The author moves on to a story 
about Jesus and the disciples going to Capernaum.  But Zebedee, he had to go home.  
To his wife.  To the mother of his boys.  That’s why I felt bad for him.   
 
Because I can only imagine how I would react if my husband, Paul, came home and told 
me he let my boys wander off with a stranger.  What I would say if he told me they 
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walked away from their training, their profession, their family.  If I were Zebedee’s wife 
I’d be like, “What?!  Did you try to stop them?  Did you remind them of how they’ve 
always been fishermen, how they begged to join you on the boat when they were just 
three years old?  Did you at least tell them to come home and say goodbye to their 
mother?!”  Poor Zebedee.  Already missing his sons and then facing the wrath of his 
wife. 
 
But guess what.  Seems I had it wrong.  Apparently that wasn’t how Zebedee and his 
wife reacted at all.  Or, if that’s how they reacted at first, they didn’t stay stuck in that 
place.  But I didn’t put any of it together until I got into some research…  So let’s back 
up a bit.   
- Our bible is divided into how many parts?   
- What are the two parts called?   
- The first four books in Christian scripture are called the four what?   
- They are named for their alleged authors, named…? 
These four gospels have lots in common, but also lots of differences.   
- Three are particularly similar, they are called the “syn-optic gospels”:  “syn” like 
“synthesis”, “optic” like “optician”, because they “see together” the life of Jesus.  
Remember which three those are? 
 
It just so happens that those three all tell the story of the calling of the sons of Zebedee, 
although each version is a little different.  And in one of those gospels, Matthew, this is 
not the only time that we hear from the parents of James and John.  Actually, who we 
hear about is, “the wife of Zebedee”.  Now, this isn’t a sermon on patriarchy and how 
women used to be thought of as the property of men, such as that they often aren’t 
named in ancient texts, but I don’t want to ignore that either.  Nonetheless, Christian 
tradition has contemplated the identity of Zebedee’s wife.  For a host of random 
reasons, she is most often referred to as “one of the Marys”.  So, let’s call her that.  
Mary, wife of Zebedee.  Mary, mother of James and John.  Mary. 
 
So, in the gospel according to Matthew, a few chapters after Jesus snaps up her boys 
from the edge of the Galilee, Mary kneels down at Jesus’ feet and asks him to promise 
that her boys will sit on either side of Jesus in his kin-dom.  From my perspective, this is 
not a favorable image of the boys’ mom.  Sounds like she’s trying to see how she can 
make this career-change benefit her boys:  trade the family business for a position of 
honor and power.  But even that isn’t the last word on Mary. 
 
Near the end of the gospel of Matthew, as Jesus is being killed, we come upon this 
passage: 

Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus 
from Galilee and had provided for him. Among them were Mary Magdalene, and 
Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. 

So she was there.  She was there the whole time.  Mary had “followed Jesus from 
Galilee and had provided for him”.  Mary had been there when Jesus healed a blind 
man.  She’d been there when he fed a crowd of thousands.  Mary, the wife of Zebedee, 
was there when Jesus was arrested and betrayed and whipped.  She was there with the 
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women when the men, including her sons, had all fled.  She was there, keeping watch 
when Jesus died. 
 
As a mom, my first thought is, “of course she was there”.  We go where our kids go, 
right?  God knows I wouldn’t spend so many hours at baseball and soccer and karate if 
left to my own devices.  And if we think where they are going might be dangerous, all 
the more reason for us to keep watch, right?  Hovering at the edges, to be nearby if they 
need you. 
 
So is that all there is to Mary, mother of James and John?  Just an overprotective, 
obsessive mother?  I don’t think so.  Otherwise, she would have fled when her sons did.  
But she didn’t run.  She stayed.  She stayed with Jesus, after seeing him teach and heal 
and challenge and love.  She stayed. 
 
You know, maybe I got the whole thing wrong from the beginning.  Maybe Zebedee 
didn’t have to go home and tell his wife, Mary, that their boys had left their nets to follow 
the teacher.  Maybe she already knew.  Maybe… she was there.  She didn’t stay home 
and make dinner while the boys were at work.  She was part of the family business.  
She was right there repairing the nets with them, she’d been the one who taught the 
boys to do it, her nimble fingers finding the quickest way to mend each tear.  She’d 
been Zebedee’s partner since the beginning, helping him figure out the best people to 
hire, debating the weather forecast with him, leading the singing that helped pass the 
time and set a rhythm for pulling in the nets. 
 
Maybe Mary was the first one who noticed the teacher, watching the family from the 
shoreline.  Maybe she sensed his strength, his wisdom, the spark of the divine that 
shone so brightly in him.  When he spoke to her sons, maybe Mary saw them hesitate, 
unsure of what to do.  They, too, felt drawn to the teacher, but didn’t want to abandon 
their parents.  Maybe Mary saw Zebedee’s worry, and gave him a wink.  And then 
maybe Mary nudged her boys, like she’d nudged them to get to work, nudged them to 
say thank you, nudged them to say their prayers.  This time she nudged them to drop 
their nets, and follow Jesus.  Not because she thought this was a good career move, 
but because she wanted them to catch more than fish.  Catching fish was good – it fed 
a family, a community, and helped one appreciate the beautiful Sea of Galilee.  But 
catching people - hurting, seeking, broken people – catching them before they fell, 
catching them when they were lost, catching them when they were caught up in the 
powers-that-be…  That’s the “catching” that caught her, a call to care for God’s children, 
bringing them to lives full of light. 
 
Can I just say, again, that this is not where this sermon was supposed to go?  I was 
going to talk about how the sons of Zebedee answered Jesus’ call.  And I find myself 
caught by their mother.  I guess it’s not surprising, is it, since I’m a mother.  And I’m a 
mother of a teenager and a preteen.  I’m on the threshold of needing to let them go, let 
them answer God’s call, however it will be manifest in their lives.  So I’m sorry if this 
sermon is too personal to me this morning.  But I’ve found myself so caught in the net of 
Zebedee’s wife that I have to trust there is something in this story for all of us. 
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Another Mary regularly catches me in her net, too.  This is Mary Oliver, whose poem 
was our second reading.  These words, in particular: 

When it's over, I want to say: all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was a bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
  
When it's over, I don't want to wonder 
if I have made of my life something particular, and real. 
I don't want to find myself sighing and frightened 
or full of argument. 
  
I don't want to end up simply having visited this world. 

 
This is what it means to answer God’s call.  Stepping away from the safe harbor.  
Leaving the familiar nets.  Encouraging your boys to go into the unknown.  Risking what 
you’ve held so tightly for more than you’ve ever dreamed.  Living a life that isn’t just 
visiting this world, but is full of amazement, a life that is deeply connected and real. 
Mary, Zebedee and their sons were on the path for being successful business owners, 
well-respected in their community, and then gone, lost to history.  Instead, they risked it 
all, followed a prophet, became part of a movement that changed the world.  Their 
names, more or less, are part of sacred text because of their bravery, their conviction, 
their willingness to move beyond fear toward overflowing love… 
 
Those are lovely words, but really?  I mean, I imagine it’s the kind of recruitment speech 
Jesus might have given to the early followers.  Follow me and you will really make a 
difference.  We will change lives, including your own.  Follow me and we will change the 
world!  We’ll “fish” for people, catching them in the net of God’s love.  It’s a great pitch. 
 
But then the days were long, and stressful.  No doubt the disciples felt inadequate and 
incapable – that’s how they acted, at least.  And some villages chased them off.  When 
they whined about sore feet, grumpy Jesus sent them off to change the bandages on 
the man with no legs.  Who, by the way, grumbled that they did it wrong.  Here they 
were, “fishers of people”, except most of what they’d caught they’d rather throw back.  
Outcastes, prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers…  these were the fish who kept showing up 
in God’s net.  It didn’t feel like they were changing the world, it felt like they were on a 
long, hard slog going nowhere. 
 
Because, you know what, that’s what it often looks like to answer God’s call.  It’s not 
glamorous or romantic.  There isn’t a lot of appreciation or recognition.  Change 
happens slowly, if at all; often you’re just planting seeds that someone else will harvest.  
It’s like raising children:  day in and day out, feeding and disciplining and teaching and 
caring.  It’s like fishing:  the net goes out, the net comes in, the net goes out again.  It’s 
like writing a sermon: you start out in one place and end up somewhere other than 
where you wanted to be.  It’s like life: if you’re going to really embrace it then there will 
be disappointment and danger. 
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So here comes the obvious question.  What is God calling you to catch?  It could 
actually be fish:  slowing down, spending time in a boat with a friend and a pole, being 
out in the quiet of the morning.  It could be, like for the disciples, a career change:  the 
job you’ve always felt drawn toward but avoided because you doubted your abilities or it 
would mean less money or you thought it was too risky.  Lots of times, God’s call is to 
small but significant changes:  God calls me to “catch” more patience, or to examine the 
ways in which I’m racist or homophobic, or fill my net with gratitude practices and 
prayer.  Maybe God is calling you to play the role I’ve imagined for Mary, wife of 
Zebedee and mother of James and John:  nudging someone else toward the call God 
has for them, letting go of the ones we love so they can follow God, being the source of 
support like Mary was for Jesus. 
 
And one more just slightly less obvious question…  What is God calling this church to 
catch?  We’ve got our annual meeting after worship today.  We’ll vote on a budget and 
elect the slate of lay leaders who will join our governance teams.  These might seem 
like dry, administrative details.  But the budget proclaims what kind of a “catch” we’re 
going to fund.  And the slate proclaims who is going to be directing this boat for the next 
year.  In order to discuss and vote on these things, it’s valuable to first pause and open 
our hearts and consider what God is calling UCCB to do.  Are there some old, worn nets 
we need to leave behind?  Is there a new path for us to follow?  Who do we need to 
make sure we’re “catching”, helping with our money and our ministry:  children 
experiencing homelessness, elders leaving their lifelong homes, struggling veterans, 
single parents? 
 

…When it's over, I want to say: all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was a bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
  
When it's over, I don't want to wonder 
if I have made of my life something particular, and real. 
I don't want to find myself sighing and frightened 
or full of argument. 
  
I don't want to end up simply having visited this world. 

 
God is calling us, one and all, to a life of meaning and purpose.  God is nudging us, one 
and all, to move forward with courage and love.  God is inviting us, one and all, to let go 
of the old nets.  God is calling us, one and all, to join God on The Way.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


