Setting Our Sails…
Genesis 1:1-5; 2:6 and 10-14

Isaiah 55:10-11

John 6:16-21


When my mom turned 16, she didn’t get a car.  Instead, she got what she had most wanted, what she had asked her parents for and hoped for – she got an old wooden sailboat.  It was a particularly special type of wooden sailboat, because it was created and built by a neighbor of my mother’s family on Cape Cod – by my grandfather’s cousin – an old sailor named Cecil.  Cecil designed a type of small wooden catboat, which he called a kitten, a boat that residents of Monument Beach on Cape Cod still sail and recognize to this day.  And so it is with Orpheus, the boat my mom received on her 16th birthday – this old wooden boat, already 50-years-old when she received it, is still in the water today.  My mother learned to sail in that boat – and she then taught my father to sail in that boat.  And then, starting from when we were very small, my sister Emily and I both learned to sail in that boat.    


Now when you first start sailing, there are a lot of things to learn.  You’ll want to know the bow of the boat from the stern, and port from starboard.  The bow is the front of the boat.  The stern is the back.  Portside is the left side of the boat (you can remember that because “port” and “left” both have 4 letters).  Which leaves the far more lengthy sounding starboard as the right side.  (I used to try to think of a mnemonic device for that one, too, and came up with the fact that right starts with r and starboard has an r in it…but that was short-lived, since I noticed right away that port also has an r in it!)  When you see red and green channel marker buoys, you’ll want to remember that coming home into the channel, you want to have the red buoy on your right side (another helpful mnemonic that does make use of the letter r is “red, right, returning”).  If the boat is smaller, like Orpheus is, you’ll definitely want to remember to duck every time you come about, or turn the boat, because the aptly named boom that helps to hold the sail swings across low and fast and will hurt if it manages to connect with your forehead.  You’ll also want to remember to keep your feet off the centerboard box.  The centerboard, in smaller boats, is something can be raised and then dropped down into the water where it becomes a deeper part of the keel – which helps keep a boat steady and able to move in a straight line.  Smaller boats often have centerboards that can be raised so that they can go into shallow water – but once it is deep enough for the centerboard to be dropped, it helps a sailboat to hold its line.  However there are sometimes hidden perils under the water, like rocks, that can send the centerboard shooting back straight up with incredible power and speed – which would be a painful problem for anyone with her feet or legs draped lazily across the centerboard box, as enticingly comfortable as it might seem.  Also, Emily and I learned, you don’t want to look down the centerboard box at the water below (remember what I said about it shooting back up with immense spend and power?), nor do you want to make the mistake Emily did of putting her Skipper doll (Barbie’s kid sister, for those who aren’t in the Barbie set) in the space left vacant by the centerboard.  Skipper slid right down through the space and into the water below.  And, as my father repeated to us too many times during my childhood for me to even count, you’ll want to remember to never, ever, ever get your feet tangled up in a rope.  The wind in the sail of a boat can be amazingly strong, and you don’t want to find your feet caught up in the mainsheet (the rope that goes to the sail) should the wind come on with great force and pull the sail!

There’s a lot to learn when you start to sail – even before you find out that you’ll want to have the sail trimmed in tight when you’re trying to beat the wind and to let it all the way out when you’re on a broad reach tack.  But, so far, it doesn’t seem like there’s a whole lot that boating has in common with church-going.  And yet…it must…because beginning with ecclesiastical art, the church has often been depicted as a ship, sailing toward heaven.  In fact, the main part of a church, what we call the sanctuary, this room, is sometimes also called the nave – which is the Latin word for ship.
  Early Christian artists saw the church as a ship and the parishioners as its passengers.  I think this makes sense, because in a very real way, part of the Christian life, part of the Christian experience, part of being a part of the church, is to be on a journey – a journey to follow Jesus, a journey to understand ourselves and our God more deeply and more fully, a journey toward becoming the people who are created and called to be.  

That’s the beauty, I think, of what this program year, what this year’s annual theme, have in store for us.  Together, we, the members and friends of First Baptist Beverly, are undertaking a journey.  Today is Rally Day – it’s the kick-off to our new program year – it’s the day we are excitedly beginning our adventure toward all that will be for us in the coming year.  We are setting our sails; we are making ready the boat – our church, our hearts, ourselves – so that we can set our course for the horizon and let the sails fill with wind.  We are ready to go.

Being ready to go, though, it’s probably good to know a few other things about sailing, before we set out.  I want to tell you a story about this summer – a story that I think offers a few more useful pieces of instruction for us to take on our journey.   This summer, I was lucky to have a week of vacation in common with my sister.  Emily and I both went down to the Cape, to my family’s house there, to spend a week having a “sister vacation.”  One of the things that we did during that week was to sail – the same old wooden boat we grew up sailing in – my mother’s 16th birthday present, Orpheus.  We had a really good week of sailing – the wind was lovely, we had fun, we pushed ourselves to attempt different or more challenging things in the boat.  It all went really well.   Until…one afternoon.  
Now, it is not uncommon for the wind to change direction and pick-up over the course of the day at the beach near my family’s house.  On this particular day, the wind had seemed undecided all day as to which direction it was coming from, but by afternoon, it had pretty well settled on coming straight out of the west.  This was bad news for Emily and me, since we still had the boat off its mooring, on an anchor by the beach – which is, by the way, due east – meaning to bring the boat back to its mooring, we would have to sail out into the wind, something sailboats really cannot do.  Nothing daunted, we set off to sail the boat back onto its mooring.  Well, I was undaunted.  I actually think Emily (perhaps wisely – you be the judge) had a bit of dauntedness about her on this occasion.  Well.  The tide was going out, which meant the water was low – and there are a good number of rocks near this beach which are very prominent when the water is low.  So the centerboard – remember how I said the centerboard can help a sailboat hold its line? – couldn’t be dropped because of the low water and the rocks.  The wind, coming from the west, meant we couldn’t sail directly from the beach to the mooring, because a sailboat cannot sail directly into the wind.  So, we decided to try a tack that ran diagonal to the beach.  I was actually at the tiller (which means I was steering), and my plan was to take the boat out on that tack, come about, and then be able to sail onto the mooring at an angle to the wind, too.  In theory, that is a good plan.  What happened, however, was that the wind was so strong out of the west that the boat could not turn at all when we needed to do so.  It didn’t have enough momentum built up to turn through the powerful west wind itself.  What did have momentum, however, were the waves, and they, coupled with the wind, pushed the boat (with us in it) in between two lines, two ropes strung from another shore to which people tie rowboats and other small boats.  Once we were between the lines, because the mast couldn’t fit under them, the only way out would have been to sail directly into the wind.  Which sailboats simply cannot do.  Oh – and there were also rocks between us and the shore, which the waves seemed insistent on pushing us into.  This wasn’t one of the more fun moments of our vacation!

Emily decided to hop out so she could hold the boat (it was shallow enough for her to do that – don’t worry!), which she did (with no small amount of complaining about how much gross seaweed was by her legs).  The spot where we were stuck is visible from the beach, so my aunt, uncle, and cousins could see what was happening – and Emily could see them enough to notice that two of my cousins were getting in their family’s motorboat to come over and help tow the sailboat out from between the lines.  (I may have yelled at Emily that I did not want to be rescued, and she may have snapped back at me that in that case I could stay by myself and figure it out, then...)  So, to make the end of the story short, my cousins came over with the motorboat, Emily tied a tow line to the front of the sailboat, and everything ended well and we all lived happily ever after, except poor Orpheus, which was damaged during the rescue effort.  But don’t worry – it’s all patched up now!  And we already told my parents this whole story, so you don’t have to keep any secrets for me! 

But, from this experience, I learned three lessons that I think might be useful for all of us to keep in mind, too, as we prepare for our voyage together this year.  The first is that when you sail, you are at the mercy of the wind.  Because a sailboat’s sail cannot fill with wind and move the boat forward when facing directly into the wind, it’s possible to know where you want to go, to be able to see where you want to go, but to have to make a few extra tacks – to take a little bit different path – to get there.  Sometimes the most advantageous way to get from point a to point b isn’t always a straight line.  And that’s how it is, I think, with the journey of the church.  Sometimes we need to be willing to try a new or different path to get where we hope to go.  Sometimes we’ll need to take longer than we might like to achieve a goal.  Sometimes we’ll need to take things slowly so that we can bring everyone along with us.  The important thing will be having picked a site on the horizon to aim for; and then being willing to hang in for the work it might take to get there.

The second thing I learned from my summer experience is that, sometimes, given the wind, you can’t sail at all.  With hindsight, Emily and I probably should have just accepted that a strong wind coming directly onto the very beach we needed to sail straight out of meant that we would be better off just keeping the sail down and swimming the boat back to its mooring.  Sometimes, the wind just isn’t right, and sailboats have to stay in the harbor.  It can feel frustrating when you really want to go, but it’s just what is.   Sometimes the smartest thing to do is to wait for a while.  Sometimes you just can’t sail.  There are going to be moments in our church life together when we might feel like conditions just aren’t right for us to make a move or to make a change.  Part of being on this journey together is, I think, recognizing that sometimes it will be ok for us to take those moments of calm, those moments of peace, those waiting moments when we decide it’s best to stay at the mooring.  It’s good to be adventurous – it’s important to push the envelope and be challenged and to challenge others – but sometimes, when the wind just isn’t right, pushing to sail is just going to end up with the boat stuck between lines and with your little sister holding the front of the boat.

And, finally, I learned that sometimes the wisest thing you can do is accept an offer of help.  On our individual journeys and on our shared journey as a church family, it is important to us to know when we need to ask for or accept an offer of help from someone else.  It’s a big, big world – and this is a long, continuous journey that we’re on – so it’s going to get tiring sometimes and it’s going to get tough.  It isn’t always easy to accept help when we want so badly to achieve, to succeed, to get things done; but for us to stay strong and to be able to continue on the journey, it’s important that we can and do accept offers of help from those around us.  And the flip side of that is that it’s just as important for each one of us to be alert for those moments when we might be able to offer help to those around us.  The journey is better when we make it together.

It’s Rally Day.  It’s the start of a new program year.  It’s the start of the next leg of our ever-unfolding journey together.  From the very beginning, from the very first moments when a wind from God swept over the face of the waters, God’s people have been on a journey.  We continue that journey here together, today.  We can feel that wind from God with us still – it’s calling to us…calling us to new adventures.  The air is thick with anticipation – the sails are set, and the wind is right…so let’s sail…  

 Amen.
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