Setting Our Sails: Seriously, Why Bother?
John 21:1-14


My dad being my dad and being the very particularly meticulous person that he is, for most of my life, if we were going sailing, he had already rigged the boat – which means he had already run the sail onto the boat, he had made sure all the lines were set and the battens (which help hold the sail stiff) were in.  All I had to do – even if I was going to sail the boat myself – was basically just climb in and go.  And when I say that this was the case for most of my life, I am not exaggerating – because it was only last year – the summer of my 30th year – that I encountered a time when I wanted to sail and found that the boat was not rigged.  


Now, I knew that this was going to be the case – so I had asked my mother in advance how I might go about rigging the boat.  She very kindly wrote out and illustrated step by step instructions for what I would need to do, which she left for me at my family’s house on Cape Cod.  When I saw them, I almost scrapped the whole idea – because they looked like this [show projected image of her instructions].  It seemed far too complicated and, in the complication, it completely overwhelmed me.  It felt like too much – it was all new, it seemed hard, I was uncertain.  I mean, it was just one sailing experience that I would miss.  Seriously…why bother?  

It turns out that it’s a lot of work to get a sailboat ready to head out onto the open water – and especially if conditions don’t seem exactly right or if things feel overwhelming, or if it’s more comfortable or comforting just to sit lazily and comfortably on the beach or to just sit on the boat at its mooring – why bother to do it at all?  When things seem topsy-turvy or when things seem uncertain…why bother to set the sails at all?


Perhaps you’ve had moments like that in your life, outside of the nautical scene.  Maybe you’ve woken up and just had one of those days when everything literally seems to go wrong, from the moment the alarm clock goes off, and the enormous undertaking of living the whole day just seems too much – and leaves you with a why bother kind of feeling about heading out of the house for the day.  Or maybe you’ve had a day when everything you’ve done at work has met with criticism or correction – everything you feel like you’ve worked incredibly hard on.  And in frustration and despair you just think, “Why bother?”  Or maybe you’ve had moments like that with the church – moments when things just aren’t going right…or you don’t get what you want (hey – it happens to all of us!)…or an event that you helped to plan doesn’t feel as well-attended as you had hoped…or you arrive home to discover a letter letting you know that one of your ministers, a long-time presence here at First Baptist Church like Craig Collemer, plans to retire as of the first of August…and you just sit down on the couch and think “Seriously? Why bother?”

When it feels like things aren’t going our way…or when it feels like suddenly everything’s changing…or when things feel too scary and too different or too demanding…or when we just feel defeated…why bother?  Why do the hard work of setting the sails at all, when it just all feels too risky, too tiresome, or too strange?  

Well, first of all, because without the sails set to give us some direction, we’re just drifting.  


Eighteen years ago, a cargo ship that was traveling from China to Seattle ended up in the midst of a violent storm at sea.  During the store, some of the ship’s cargo, twenty large containers carrying rubber duckies, frogs, beavers, and turtles, were tossed overboard into the choppy waters.  In total, 29,000 rubber bath toys were believed to be lost when this particular cargo plunged into the sea.  But these bathtub voyagers survived and “embarked on an epic journey across three oceans and half the globe.”
  The toys were so tough that they stayed afloat for more than a decade, enduring the assault of wind and wave, and probably spending several winters frozen in an arctic ice floe.  After a 12-year odyssey the waves, the wind, and the currents finally brought them to the East Coast, causing beachcombers to be on the lookout for squeaky-toys on the shoreline. Anyone who found one of the refugees in North America would earn a $100 savings bond from the toy company that originally ordered the playthings from the Chinese factory.   At one point, a faded plastic beaver was discovered after it washed up on an Alaskan island. But oceanographers who study the movement of flotsam and ice from the Pacific to the Atlantic were confident that the rest of the rubber duckies, turtles, beavers, and frogs had left that region and were still cruising around in the ocean, headed down the East Coast, with a breakaway flotilla headed for Great Britain. 


Well, when we don’t set our sails, we end up doing pretty much what those rubber toys were doing – drifting.  Those rubber toys may be built tough enough to withstand their aimless bobbing through the earth’s oceans – but that’s all they are doing…aimless bobbing.  And without our sails set, that’s all we’ll be able to manage, too.   We might be tough, sure.  We might be able to hang in as the wind and the waves toss us about.  But make no mistake – we won’t be the ones in control.  We won’t be setting out to follow the path that Jesus showed us.  We won’t be striving to discern and follow God’s calling to and for us.  We’ll be drifting.  “Cultural winds and currents”
 will push us and pull us – but we won’t move under our own power.  If we don’t bother to set the sails, we’ll be just be drifting.


And we’re not called to be mere drifters.  We are created in the very image of the divine, filled with the very breath, the very spirit of God, and placed upon this earth with purpose and calling.  We are born to do more than drift.  


Madeleine L’Engle, author of A Wrinkle in Time, among many other books and poems, notes that we are called to be creative, called to let our creative and creating spirits guide us, drive us and give us direction.  She says, “In order to allow ourselves to be creative, we have to relinquish control and overcome fear. Why? Because real creativity is life-altering. It threatens the status quo; it makes us see things differently. It brings about change, and we are terrified of change.”
  “Human beings,” she says, “are born with a great deal of creativity, and by the age of 12, we've lost most of it. The world just slams it out of us. Our teachers and parents tell us that what comes from our imagination isn't true; it's just ‘imaginary.’  I think that what's imaginary is truer than what's ‘real.’ Adults prefer facts, because facts are limited. Like truth, imagination is unlimited, so many people are afraid of it.”


We are called to be more than drifters – we are called to use our creative and creating spirits to overcome the fears that change and uncertainty bring so that we might follow Jesus…so that we might discern God’s call and will for us.


And sometimes it’s scary, this being called to be more than drifters.  And our fear causes us to hesitate…causes us to have those “why bother” moments where we back away from setting the sails, where we back away from setting a firm course.  American poet and writer Maya Angelou takes that fear into account when she says, “Sometimes we become lethargic out of fear. It's not really laziness so much as it is timidity. We'd rather bear the ills we have than fly to others that we know not of, when in truth the place where one is standing may be untenable, it may be dangerous, it may be stultifying and it's better to just step on. You know, you have to move.
  


We have to move.  We are called to be more than drifters.


Jesus, he told the disciples to move.  He told them not to just keep drifting around on the Sea of Galilee, luckless and fishless.  He told them to put the nets on the other side of the boat.  That’s the secret he was sharing with them – you have to move…you can’t just drift…and you have to put the nets where the fish are.  Because Jesus is asking us, God is calling us, to be more than drifters.


And the truth is, even when things feel uncertain, when changes come, or when we feel afraid or unsure about what the future might hold for us, the best is yet to come.  The best is yet to come, my friends, not only in our own lives, but in the life of this church.  Writer Anne Lamott has this to say on that topic:

Broken things have been on my mind lately because so much has broken in my life this year and in the lives of people I love – hearts, health, confidence.  Our wonderful friend Ken Nelson died of AIDS just the other day, and that was terribly painful.  Then not long after, my old friend Mimi, the mother of my junior doubles partner Bee, began to die after a long struggle with a rare blood disease. …
Besides the big brokenness, I’ve noticed all sorts of really dumb things breaking lately, too.  I’ve had a dozen calls from friends reporting broken cars, water heaters, a window, even a finger.  So I’ve been on the lookout for something wonderful to happen, because of this story I heard recently: Carolyn Myss, the medical intuitive who writes and lectures about why people don’t heal, flew to Russia a few years ago to give some lectures.  Everything that could go wrong did – flights were canceled or overbooked, connections missed, her reserved room at the hotel given to someone else.  She kept trying to be a good sport, but finally, two mornings later, on the train to her conference on healing, she began to whine at the man sitting beside her about how infuriating her journey had been thus far.

It turned out that this man worked for the Dalai Lama.  And he said – gently – that they believe when a lot of things start going wrong all at once, it is to protect something big and lovely that is trying to get itself born… 


When it feels, to us, like things are changing too fast…or things are all going wrong…or nothing is happening as we might have hoped…the best is yet to come.  We have to be there…we have to be ready…we have to have the sails set to catch the wind…because new and wonderful things are out there, for us, on the horizon.

C.S. Lewis once said, “It may be hard for an egg to turn into a bird: It would be a jolly sight harder for it to learn to fly while remaining an egg. We are like eggs at present. And you cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must be hatched or go bad.”
  It might, on the surface, appear far easier and safer to just lie low, hiding out in the egg, when things are changing fast or when things feel uncertain.  And yet, if we just hunker down inside the egg…we’re never going to fly.  And what God calls us to is a life of journey, a life of adventure, a life of change…a life of flight, where the best is always still yet to come.


And that’s really what’s going on in the scripture reading we heard this morning.  For the disciples, at the beginning of the scripture, life couldn’t have possibly seemed any scarier, any more uncertain, or any worse.  And it wasn’t just because they weren’t catching any fish.  It was because this fishing excursion to which we are privy is taking place following the horrific events of Good Friday.  Jesus, their friend and their teacher, their rabbi and their leader, has been tortured, taunted, and killed.  Peter, the disciple who supposedly loved Jesus best of all, has denied knowing him not once, but three times.  It has to have been one of the largest “why bother?” moments in their lives.  And yet they get out there, they get in the boat and they set the sails…and that means they are ready…they are ready when Jesus shows up.  They are ready when Jesus walks back into the lives and encourages them to put the nets where the fish are…and everything changes.  If those disciples had just decided to give up – if they’d just decided to go ahead and drift for a while – they would not have been ready…they would not have been ready when the Risen Christ appeared on the shore and shows them the in the midst of the darkest and scariest moments of life, God calls us to something new…something wonderful…something beautiful that is trying to be born into the world.


The thing is, this being ready, this having the sails set because the best is yet to come, applies not only to the one being changed (in this case, this church, which is about the undergo some transition and some change), but also to the one making a change (in this case, Craig).  Good things, growth, new life and new adventure come for both…even when it is scary, with God, the best is always yet to come.  


A wise, old Middle Eastern mystic said this about himself. “I was a revolutionary when I was young, and all my prayer to God was: 'Lord, give me the energy to change the world.' As I approached middle age and realized that my life was half gone without my changing a single soul, I changed my prayer to: 'Lord, give me the grace to change all those who come into contact with me. Just my family and friends and I shall be satisfied.' Now that I am an old man and my days are numbered, I have begun to see how foolish I have been. My one prayer now is: 'Lord, give me the grace to change myself.' If I had prayed this right from the start, I would not have wasted my life.”


Change – change in ourselves, change in our church – is inevitable.  Even though it can feel scary or frustrating or tiring…it comes for all of us.  And in response to this reality, we must have the boat rigged and the sails set, no matter how hard, no matter how frustrating it might seem at moments and intervals along the journey.  Because we are not called by God to merely be drifters, aimlessly being tossed through life by the wind and the waves.  We are called to be creative, to move, to change, to grow…we are called to fly.  We are called to trust and to follow Jesus because the best is still always yet to come.  Seriously.  That’s why we bother.

Amen.
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