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“Second Career”

“Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.”

During my years as a student from kindergarten to university, all the members of my
class were my age; but that changed when I entered seminary in Philadelphia, where
I was introduced to “second-career students.”  These were students who were older,
who had worked for many years in other professions but answered to call to ordained
ministry and enrolled in seminary to prepare to serve the church in this role.  One of
my most vivid memories of this new reality was when I was meeting my classmates,
and one of them introduced me to his wife and children.  I had never shared classes
with someone who was a parent, so in time I would ask these “second career”
classmates how and why they decided to enter seminary after working in various
careers for many years.  For some, they did not experience the call to ordained
ministry until later in life; for others, it was a call they had felt as a child but decided
to take a different career path, only to decide to pursue this call at this point in their
lives.  But for some of these “second career” students, their decision to enroll in the
seminary ordination track came after years of feeling that they were no worthy of
being a pastor; I remember one classmate sharing with he her struggle with this
feeling of unworthiness.  “How could God be calling me to be a pastor?  There is no
way I’m holy enough, or righteous enough, or good enough to serve as anyone’s
spiritual guide.”  Their feelings of unworthiness prevented them from pursuing
ordination and many years of sharing the good news of Jesus Christ and serving
others in the name of our Lord.

Unlike my “second career” classmates, I entered seminary immediately after
graduating from university; ordained ministry is my first – and only – career.  But
while I did not share many of their life experiences, I did struggle with those feelings
of worthiness and adequacy in answering the call to pastoral ministry.  Even though
I first experienced the call at an early age and was very active in my home
congregation, I often felt that I was not good enough to serve in such a lofty position. 
I struggled with these feelings of inadequacy even after I entered university and
pursued studies to prepare me for seminary.  Fortunately, I was blessed by many
faithful pastors and inspiring role models during these times of struggle; among them
was Max Nuscher, the campus pastor at my university.  Max would spend time with
me as I struggled with my call and feelings of unworthiness to be a pastor, until one



day Max looked me in the eye and said “Jeff, if God is calling you to be a pastor, God
is calling you just as you are, not some other version of yourself.  God thinks you’re
good enough – so now you need to accept that you are good enough to be a pastor!” 
While my struggles would resurface from time to time, I always think of Max’s words
and give thanks for pointing me to the source of my call, the God who called me to
serve in God’s name and share God’s love.

The feelings of inadequacy and worthlessness that my classmates and I experienced
were also experiences of many persons in the Bible who were called by God to serve
in God’s name.  It was the feelings of the prophet Isaiah that he recounts in his call
to be God’s spokesperson, his reaction to the appearance of the Lord in which “I saw
the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty, and the hem of his robe filled the
temple.” (Isaiah 6:1).  This theophany (appearance of God) is accompanied by the
appearance of seraphs who call out to one another “holy, holy, holy is the LORD of
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” (6:3).  Isaiah’s report of his call has many
features in common with other Old Testament vocation reports: an encounter with
God; a commission to do God’s will or speak God’s Word; and a ritual act or sign
symbolizing the designated role.  Isaiah’s account also shares with others his
reluctance or objection to his call; Isaiah’ response to the theophany is similar to a
confession of sin both for himself and for his people: “Woe is me!  I am lost, for I am
a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have
seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” (6:5).  In the presence of the holiness of the Lord,
Isaiah expresses his unworthiness to be in God’s presence or to serve as a prophet of
the Lord; he expresses the feelings of the one who stands “beneath the cross of
Jesus” who cries out “from my contrite heart, with tears, two wonders I confess: the
wonder of his glorious love and my unworthiness.” (ELW Hymn 338).

But in direct response to Isaiah’s confession of sin and inadequacy, one of the seraphs
performs a ritual of purification that combines words and actions: 

· “Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been
taken from the altar with a pair of tongs.  The seraph touched my mouth with
it and said, ‘Now that this has touched your lips, you guilt has departed and
your sin is blotted out.’” – 6:6-7.

For sin and guilt to have been “departed” or “blotted out” means that the effects of
the wrongful actions of the prophet have been removed, so that when Isaiah overhears
the Lord asking the heavenly council “whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”
he is freed from guilt and feelings of worthlessness so that he can respond with
confidence “here am I; send me!” (6:8).  The one who had once felt unworthy of the



task now enthusiastically answers the call to prophetic witness, singing out in
confident hope that “surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid,
for the Lord God is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.” (12:2).
Isaiah’s feelings of inadequacy in answering the call of the Lord are shared by Simon
Peter when he witnesses a miracle of Jesus on the Sea of Galilee.  Luke’s account of
Jesus’ ministry “beside the lake of Gennesaret” (Luke 5:1; here Luke uses another
name for the Sea of Galilee) is a continuation of his ministry with the crowds
introduced in the previous chapter: “And the crowds were looking for him; and when
they reached him, they wanted to prevent him from leaving them.” (4:42).  These
crowds were thronging to Jesus because of the mighty works he was doing and their
reaction in which “they were all amazed and kept saying to one another, ‘What kind
of utterance is this?  For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits,
and out they come!” (4:36).  Consistent with Jesus announcement that “I must
proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I was sent
for this purpose” (4:43), Jesus takes the position of a teacher of God’s Word when
he gets into the boat of Simon the fisherman, asks to be put out a little way from the
shore, and “then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat” (5:3). 
 
When he finishes teaching the crowds, Jesus instructs Simon to “put out into the deep
water and let down your nets for a catch” (5:4).  Fish was one of the staples of first-
century Palestine, where more fish was eaten than any other meat; when the risen
Lord asks his disciples “have you anything to eat?  They gave him a piece of broiled
fish, and he took it and ate in their presence.” (24:42-43).  Simon Peter and his
colleagues were part of a thriving fishing industry on the Sea of Galilee; but that day,
their efforts at bringing in a catch had proven fruitless as Simon responds “Master,
we have worked all night long but have caught nothing; yet if you say so, I will let
down the nets.” (5:5).  When the let their nets down at according to Jesus’ instruction,
this time the result is different: “When they had done this, they caught so many fish
that their nets were beginning to break.  So they signaled to their partners in the
other boat to come and help them.  And they came and filled both boats, so that they
began to sink.” (5:6-7).  The large catch of fish serves as an act of God that is
characterized by abundance and provision; it is a witness to God’s loving care in
abundantly providing for God’s people “out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness
and mercy, without any merit or worthiness of mine at all!” (Small Catechism).  The
large catch of fish “represents stability and care, support, and having enough.  It is
a physical manifestation of having one’s needs met.” (Kendra A. Mohn).

Simon Peter recognizes this miraculous catch of fish as a manifestation of the power
and glory of God present in the one who was announced by the angel Gabriel to be



“great and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him
the throne of his ancestor David.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and
of his kingdom there will be no end” (1:32).  As Isaiah responded to the theophany
with a confession of his unworthiness, Simon Peter responds to this divine act by
falling down on his knees and pleading with Jesus to “go away from me, Lord, for I
am a sinful man!” (5:8).  Aware that he has sinned and fallen short of the glory of
God, Simon feels that he has no right to be in the presence of the holiness of God that
is in Jesus, who is the very Word of God “that became flesh and lived among us …
full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14). 
 
But while Simon Peter may have seen himself as unworthy of being in the presence
of the Lord, Jesus looks upon him in a very different way.  His response is first to
assure Simon with the words “do not be afraid,” words of comfort and assurance that
are spoken frequently in Scripture by the Lord in calling people to trust in God’s
steadfast love: “But now thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who
formed you, O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by
name, you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1).  Simon Peter had initially responded to the
miraculous catch of fish by falling before Jesus in the profound grip of his own
sinfulness, yet in Jesus’ eyes his sin does not disqualify him; “the same power that
prompted Simon to fall at Jesus’ knees now lifts him into God’s service.” (Fred
Craddock).  Simon Peter has been brought personally into the sphere of Jesus’ mighty
power, and that experience become the basis for the promise that will be made to him
and all who Jesus invites into discipleship: “Though Simon, conscious of his utter
sinfulness and unworthiness to associate with such a person as Jesus, drops to his
knees in reaction, he is reassured by the later, who promises him that he will play a
role in gathering human beings into the kingdom that Jesus has come to preach.”
(Joseph Fitzmyer).

After assuring Simon that he is worthy in the eyes of the Lord, Jesus calls him to a
“second career” that in some ways is similar to his present work but in other ways
profoundly different: “from now on you will be catching people.” (5:10).  In the Old
Testament, fishing is used metaphorically for gathering people for judgment: “The
Lord God has sworn by his holiness: The time is surely coming upon you, when they
shall take you away with hooks, even the last of you with fishhooks.” (Amos 4:2). 
The call of the disciples was a commission to gather men and women for the
Kingdom of God, continuing the work of Jesus in being “my witnesses in Jerusalem,
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  Those who
careers had centered on catching fish in the waters of the Sea of Galilee are now
called to a “second career” where “in their new role, the disciples will gather the



people with a message from and about Jesus.  They will follow him while leading and
serving others.” (Mohn).

The response of Simon Peter – along with his partners James and John, the sons of
Zebedee – is immediate: “When they had brought their boats to shore, they left
everything and followed him.” (5:11).  There are no longer any signs of reluctance or
feelings of unworthiness; like Isaiah, they can now enthusiastically respond to the
Lord’s call knowing that they are worthy of serving in Jesus’ name.  From this
moment on, they will live by Jesus’ teachings and call others to him just as they
themselves have been called.  “The work of the kingdom … will be accompanied by
signs of God’s gracious love.  It will inaugurate a time of abundance and blessing.”
(Alan Culpepper).  They are the first of the disciples who Jesus calls out from their
former lives and careers into a “second career” that will be devoted to witnessing to
the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord and inviting others to follow the one who is
the fulfillment of God’s promises for God’s people.  It is a call that will be issued to
others who formerly saw themselves as inadequate and unworthy of being in God’s
presence or serving in God’s name; among those who experienced these bouts of
doubt and anxiety was the Apostle Paul, who in his former life “was violently
persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it” (Galatians 1:13).  But the
one who as Saul of Tarsus had persecuted the church and was responsible for the
deaths of many early Christians was called by God to a “second career” in which God
would use him “as an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel” (Acts 9:15).  The one who had
been the enemy of Christ is now called to proclaim the good news that “if anyone is
in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything
has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17).  Martin Luther also saw himself as sinful and
unworthy of the call to priesthood; he once shared how he trembled in fear as he
presided over the Lord’s Supper and shared the introductory portion of the mass
which “we offer unto thee, the living, the true, the eternal God”:

· “At these words I was utterly stupefied and terror-stricken.  I thought to
myself, ‘With what tongue shall I address such Majesty, seeing that all men
ought to tremble in the presence of even an earthly prince?  Who am I, that I
should lift up mine eyes or raise my hands to the divine Majesty?  The angels
surround him.  At his nod the earth trembles.  And shall I, a miserable little
pygmy, say, ‘I want this, I ask for that’?  For I am dust and ashes and full of sin
and I am speaking for the living, eternal, and true God.”



It was only through his reading of Scripture, especially Paul’s letter to the Romans,
that Luther began to realize that he – along with Isaiah, Simon Peter, and Paul – was
worthy in the eyes of God to be a disciple of Christ and share the Word of God. 
When he read the apostle’s words that the gospel “is the power of God for salvation
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.  For in it the
righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who
is righteous will live by faith” (Romans 1:16-17), Luther “felt myself to be reborn
and to have gone through open gates to paradise … for faith leads you in and opens
up God’s heart and will, that you should see pure grace and overflowing love.”
 
No matter what career path we follow, no matter if we remain in the same career or
choose to engage in numerous professions in the course of our lives, we are all called
into a “second career” in which we are called in baptism to follow our Lord Jesus
Christ, to share his love with others, and to “serve all people, following the example
of Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth.”  (ELW Affirmation of
Baptism).  We may not feel qualified, adequate, for worthy of such a call; but our
worthiness is not based on how we view ourselves, nor is it based on how other view
us, but it is based on how God looks upon us.  We are worthy of serving our Lord
because our Lord has deemed us worthy; because we are God’s holy people, “sealed
by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever,” we are worthy of
continuing the work of the first disciples to “fish for people” to share God’s love and
gather others into the community of discipleship.  Because we are worthy in the eyes
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, we can go forth with confidence to “proclaim
the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1
Peter 2:9).  God is the one who calls us, and we are the one who can therefore “serve
him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all out days.” (Luke 1:74).

Amen.


