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5th Sunday of Ordinary Time C  Surprised by Grace 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

The great theologian Meister Eckhart once said in a sermon with a certain spirit of 

dismay, “Some people want to see God with their own eyes, just as they see a cow; and 

they want to love God just like they love a cow…[for her] milk and cheese!” The readings 

this Sunday awaken in our heart a better sensibility when it comes to our relationship 

with God. Let’s begin with our first reading.   

God calls Isaiah to conversion in our first reading and gives him the greatest honor in the 

world; to be a prophet of the most high. Isaiah’s response? “I am doomed! Woe is me!” 

He says, “I am a man of unclean lips, living among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes 

have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts!” How about our second reading… 

St. Paul recalls his conversion. St. Paul tells the Corinthians that after the Risen Lord 

appeared to Cephas and the Twelve, “Last of all, as to one born abnormally, he 

appeared to me. For I am the least of the apostles, not fit to be called an apostle, 

because I persecuted the church of God.” 

In our Gospel reading, Jesus steps onto Peter’s boat and invites him to put out a short 

distance from the shore so he can proclaim the Gospel from the boat to the masses of 

people gathering along the shore. Afterwards, he invites Peter to put out into deep 

water and lower his nets for a catch. Peter shrugs his shoulders, shares with Jesus that 

this request was a bit silly. There is no fish out there. The number of fish that was caught 

was so outrageous that it was obvious to everyone that they just witnessed a miracle. 

Jesus, however, never performs a miracle without a specific reason. Jesus’ miracles had 

purpose to them. 

This is why, once they were on shore, Simon Peter knew what was happening. The catch 

of so many fish was very metaphorical of what Jesus wanted Peter to do next. This is 

why Simon Peter pre-empts Jesus’ request by falling on his knees, “Depart from me 

Lord, for I am a sinful man.” Without blinking, Jesus responds, “Do not be afraid; from 

now on you will be catching men”. I like how Jesus didn’t ask Peter to follow him. Jesus 

just tells him. No milk, no cheese, simply mission.    

This Sunday we have three great readings that celebrate three great people who share 

some things in common. What unites Isaiah, Paul and Simon Peter? For one, they were 

all surprised by grace. They didn’t think in the wildest dreams that God would call them 

to ministry. Secondly, after God’s invitation, they were immediately aware of their 

sinfulness and inadequacies. I think we can all relate with that. Thirdly, and most 
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importantly, through conversion, faith and courage, Isaiah, Paul and Simon Peter, said 

“yes”. They said yes. They courageously accepted the invitation to their vocations. Even 

though they felt unworthy and inadequate, they trusted that God would provide the 

grace if they would do their part by working on their ongoing conversion. None of these 

great men approached their relationship with God like loving a cow for her cheese. They 

all conceived their relationship with God as a call to service, and embraced the 

hardships that come with this. This kind of spiritual maturity does not come overnight. It 

requires maturity that comes with age and experience.  

As I start thinking about this, I also wonder what Isaiah might have been like as a 

teenager. In our first reading, Isaiah clearly had a serious case of the “unworthies”. 

What was Isaiah like as a youth? Maybe he was a little obnoxious, maybe he was a lot 

obnoxious, maybe he was a jokester, and maybe he had a lot of fun, maybe too much 

fun, who knows?   

I also wonder what Paul’s study under his teacher Gamaliel was like. I wonder what his 

upbringing was like and what circumstances drove him to become such a persecutor of 

Christians prior to his conversion. Paul must have been an extremely intense individual. 

He must have been focused, intelligent, and a man to be feared. Why then, does the 

Risen Lord pick Paul to be his apostle to the Gentiles? I am sure this caused many to 

scratch their heads. The irony is, as we see from our reading today, the first person to 

scratch his head was Paul himself.  

I also wonder what life was like for Simon Peter and his family before Jesus arrived and 

turned their lives upside down. I wonder what their family celebrations were like, what 

the fish smelt like as it cooked slowly over the fire, and how funny and perhaps at times 

even irreverent some of Simon’s jokes might have been. Then Jesus comes along. Jesus 

impressed Peter so much that he left everything behind to follow him. What a decision. 

What courage. Perhaps, some of the people also thought, what folly! Simon Peter 

follows his heart by following Jesus, all the while not feeling very worthy of being a 

disciple of Jesus. He simply trusts. 

What is the moral of our readings this Sunday? Here is what I think. In our times of guilt, 

in our times of shame, in our times of humiliation, Jesus Christ knocks on our doors. 

When Jesus knocks on our doors, we may feel unworthy, inadequate, we may even 

think that we are a lost cause, at home, at work, at school, in our vocation like marriage 

or in my case Holy Orders. In the times we feel most unworthy, Jesus knocks on our 

door. Jesus always has a way of seeing something about us that we can’t see. Jesus then 

asks us to trust in what he sees. Trust in the ark of Peter, the Church. Trust in the 

Sacraments. If we do this long enough, something might happen. Jesus might very well 
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challenge us to sail into deep waters like he challenged Simon Peter in our Gospel 

reading. Let’s contemplate that for a moment.  

When Jesus invites us to take the risk and sail our boats into deep waters; that is a 

serious request. Deep waters for fishermen represent a dangerous place and at times a 

frightening place where we are invited to trust in the Lord. What does the invitation to 

sail out into deep waters mean for you? Do we dare sail out into deep water with the 

Lord? Think about what this might mean, especially as we approach the season of Lent. 

What is the Lord calling us to do in the Body of Christ? God calls, we must answer, what 

is holding us back?  

You see, my friends, as we see with Isaiah, Paul and Peter, it is when we have that faith, 

when we have that courage, and we have that trust Jesus calls us to, amazing things will 

happen. We are called to conversion. We are called to mission. Our relationship with 

God takes on a radical new meaning. We are surprised by grace.      

   

 


