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“Charlie the Tuna Might Have It Right” 

 
17

…Jesus…
18

…saw two brothers…[who] were fishermen.   
19

And…said to them, "Follow me, and I will make you fish for people".  [Matthew 4] 

 

The traditional interpretation of this passage is that  

  Jesus wants us to go catch people and bring them into our “boat”, otherwise known as our congregation. 

 That’s fine if you’re the person doing the fishing, but what if you’re the fish? 

 

How many of you remember Charlie the Tuna, 

 a tuna with a fisherman’s hat and coke-bottle glasses,  

  who desperately wanted to be caught by the StarKist company? 

 Seeing himself as a cultured tuna with “good taste”, he believes he’d be perfect for StarKist. 

  But no matter how hard he tries,  

   Charlie inevitably receives a rejection note attached to a fish hook that says, "Sorry, Charlie" 

    along with a voice who explains,  

     “StarKist doesn’t want tuna with good taste, but tuna that tastes good”. 

Obviously Charlie was an exception.  As a rule, fish avoid fisherman, and for good reason. 

  I mean what fish would want to end up being caught, killed, and consumed?! 

 So that traditional way of explaining the parable as the evangelistic task of the congregation, 

  might explain why the strategy has been so singularly unsuccessful! 

   

And when you think of about it, that couldn’t possibly have been what Jesus meant anyway –  

 since there weren’t churches back then  

 and since he was obviously not inviting them to become members of the local synagogue. 

 

So what did Jesus mean when he said to the fishermen, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people”? 

Well, first of all, he only said that once – and he said it to two fishermen –  

  and I wouldn’t be surprised if the conversation had actually gone like this. 

 “Peter, Andrew, I’ve been thinking and I’ve decided I would really like you two to be my right hand men.” 

 And Peter looks up from the net he’s mending and says,  

  “That’s really funny.  Us?  follow a rabbi?  Come, on.  We’re not religious guys.  We’re just fishermen.” 

 And Jesus smiles disarmingly and replies, “That’s right.  I’m not interested in those religious types.     

  Actually I’m looking for a couple of fishermen.”   

 Then, with a twinkle in his eye, he quips, “Come on, follow me, and I’ll make you fish for people!” 

 In other words,  

  I’m not asking you to be someone you’re not.   

  I want you to be you.  And I want you to use the gifts and the passions God has given you. 

  But I want to show you how to make the most of who you are by learning to live a whole new way. 

 

After all, Jesus didn’t choose just fishermen to be his disciples. 

 If they were farmers, maybe Jesus said, “Follow me, and I’ll help you harvest people!” 

 If they were shepherds, maybe Jesus said, “Follow me, and I’ll help you take care of people!” 

 If they were tax collectors, maybe Jesus said, “Follow me, and I’ll help you collect for God!” 

In other words, no matter what their occupations,  

 Jesus invited people to follow him so he could teach them to use their gifts in a new and better way. 

And that’s the same thing Jesus does with us:  no matter where we are in life, no matter what we are doing, 

 he invites us to follow him so that he can show us how to better use the gifts & passions God has given us. 



Jesus invites us to follow him because Jesus wants us to learn the secret of life –  

 that God has given each of us time and talent and treasure  

  the freedom to use all of these things to create our lives, 

   and God’s help in the creation process. 

 

And that last part is where we need help – Jesus’ help, or the church’s help, or help from some other source. 

 

I would guess that most of us believe that God has given us each time, talent, and treasure 

 and the freedom to use those things anyway we choose. 

But freedom means we have choices –  

 big choices like  

  what jobs we have, what schools we go to, whether we stay single or marry, who we marry,   

  whether we have children, whether we’re active in a faith community, what faith community – 

 and little choices like do we stop we’re doing when our child asks for something or ask her to wait, 

  do we hang up our spouse’s coat or ask him to do it, do we go to the gym or go out to dinner,  

  do we get up for church or sleep in. 

Now you may not think those little choices are important, but little choices repeated add up to patterns  

  which make big differences. 

 Cat Stephen recording of a song by Sandra and Harry Chapin called “Cats in the Cradle”, for example, 

  tells the story of a man who never has time to be with his little boy,  

   and then realizes, too late, why his grown son has no time to be with him.   

 

 What happens in the story is what happens to all of us when we start living  

   as if we were not free and as if we had no choice about how we spend our time. 

  We feel all of these demands on our time – by our  

   jobs, schools, employers, teachers, parents, siblings, spouses, children, clubs,  

    volunteer organizations, and even churches. 

  And we try to balance those demands as best we can but we end up feeling like we’ve been caught – 

   not just by one net, but by multiple nets that threaten to strangle us or smother us. 

 

And that’s when Jesus says,  

 “Follow me, and I’ll teach you to use your passions & gifts in a way that will bring joy to you & to others.” 

 

And that’s the real choice, the crucial choice that we face every moment of our lives:   

 Will we allow Jesus to lead us moment by moment? or will we go our own way? 

 Will we trust God enough to lay aside the fears that keep us bound & prevent us from reaching our dreams 

  or will we give into those fears because they are all that we know? 

 Will we listen to that inner nudge from within that pushes out of our old patterns of behavior 

  or will we revert to what feels safe and familiar but gets us nowhere? 

 

Jesus knew the secret to living the way God intended us to live –  

 in loving relationship with God and in loving community with one another –  

  with our families, with our friends, with our work colleagues, with our fellow parishioners. 

Jesus knew the secret, he passed it on to his disciples, and they have passed it on to us –  

 the secret of having absolute trust in God’s power and love. 

Jesus knew that there’s only one way  

 to get free of all the nets in our lives that threaten to catch, kill, and consume us –  

  by allowing ourselves to be caught up in the net of God’s grace.   

As it turns out, Charlie the Tuna might have it right after all.   

 Being caught by Jesus, being caught by the net of God’s grace is not a bad thing at all; 

  in fact, it is the only way to freedom, the only way to abundant life, and the only way to joy. 

And so we pray:  may we be caught up in the net of God’s grace this very day.  Amen  


