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I really tried this week to write a sermon about the passage Roger just read from Ephesians.  It’s such a beautiful, mystical passage, and it speaks so beautifully about the ways in which God calls us to be one with each other.  I know there’s a sermon in there, but to be honest, I just couldn’t find it this week.  Truth be told, I’m still transitioning back from vacation.  So, with your permission, I’d like to talk about fishing.


I grew up, as you know, in Minnesota, the Land of Ten Thousand lakes.  Minnesota is a state where there’s a whole lot of fishing going on, but my family never quite got the swing of things.  You see, my parents were native Minnesotans—they had both been transplanted from the Northeast—and unlike many of my friends, we didn’t have a family cabin on a lake where we spent the summers fishing.  But we tried, nonetheless.  And at least as I remember it, we never, ever caught anything.


I wasn’t the one who was really tortured by this.  For some reason, being a girl let me off the hook.  But when my younger brother, Tim, became a teenager, my father somehow latched onto the idea of fishing as a good way for the two of them to bond.  And so I can remember them leaving the house well before dawn on Saturday morning, heading out to fish on some lake where they had been assured there were tons of fish.  It was usually raining, or windy, or cold, or all three.  My mother would always say to me as they drove in at the end of the day, “Let’s pray they caught something this time.”  And somehow, they never did.  This scenario was repeated often enough that I came to believe that this was what fishing was all about.  It was a pointless, unproductive experience.


About five years ago, my parents bought a small cabin on a lake in Northern Minnesota of the sort that we had always dreamed of having.  It’s on a wonderful, pristine lake, and it came complete with a small fishing boat and all the fishing equipment of the previous owner.  These people had been avid fishermen, and so my parents inherited about 15 rods along with two full boxes full of tackle.  There was even a “Fish Finder” you could attach to the boat.  This was a great source of entertainment for us when we finally figured out how to plug it in.  It’s a sonar device that not only shows you the depth of the water under your boat, but also actually shows little icons of fish which it senses are swimming under you.  We found this captivating, and we’d all cluster around the Fish Finder watch the fish, big ones, medium ones, small ones, swimming under our boat as we sat there.  


We had no idea how to catch them.  Oh, we tried.  We tried out all the different rods in the house; we put on all the different tackle.  We purchase all the different kinds of live bait the sold at the store in town, but still, for the first couple of years we went to that cabin, we caught nothing.


Then, last year, I was between jobs during the summer and I was going to spend more time than usual up at my parents’ cabin.  I decided to do something that none of us had ever tried before:  I hired a fishing guide.  The guide actually came to the cabin, showed us how to use our own equipment, took us out on our own lake, and for the first time, I caught a fish.  Then this year, we canoed with a guide into some wilderness lakes and I am proud to say that our family just about caught our limit of bass.  You know, there’s nothing like actually catching a fish to improve the experience of fishing.  I am now completely smitten, and sometimes find it hard to think about anything else.


I’m tempted, this morning, to begin a six-part sermon series about all the ways in which fishing is a metaphor for spirituality.  But I’ll be good and limit my remarks this morning to just a few observations about why the guide was so helpful to us, because I think there really is a spiritual lesson in this for us.


The fishing guide did two things.  First, he got us to simplify the process.  He went through those two big tackle boxes and explained that most of what was in there wasn’t going to be of any use to us.  He strung up our lines with a hook and a sinker, and left it at that.  We were a bit disappointed by this, to be honest.  We enjoyed putting all those funny looking things with tassels and whirly-gigs on our lines.  In fact, when we got frustrated that nothing was biting, we tended to change our lures up, put a few more interesting things on the end of the line.  It made it more exciting for us, but apparently it was a bit too excited for the fish.  The guide got us to stop picking through the tackle box and looking at the Fish Finder, and instead got us to focus on what we really needed to pay attention to:  the gentle tug of at the end of our lines which indicates there’s something hungry down there.


The other thing the guide did for us is he got us to stay in one place for a while.  You see, another way we kept fishing interesting back when we didn’t catch anything was that we moved the boat around a lot.  If we didn’t catch anything in a few minutes in one spot, we’d turn the motor back on and putter over to another spot.  The guide, on the other hand, helped us to trust that sometimes you have to wait a few minutes for a fish to bite, even if they’re sitting right under the boat.  


Now, I know it’s a bit of a tired cliché to say that spirituality is like fishing.  But the truth of the matter is, spirituality IS like fishing.  And the lessons we learned from that guide can basically be directly translated to be lessons about the spiritual life.  If you want to build a relationship with God, it helps to simplify.  And it helps to stay still.  You need to be attentive, and you need to be persistent.  But what really struck me this summer was how important it is to have a guide.  The fishing guide transformed the experience of fishing for our family.  He made it more productive, but what’s more, he improved the process as well, made it more focused and refined.  


On a number of occasions over my first year at KC, I’ve been struck by the quality of the spiritual fishing in this community.  I’m not even referring to the spiritual directors and counselors here—there is a strong sense that this community as a whole is attentive to the tug at the end of the line.  We take the spirituality seriously, and engage in our spiritual practices with great intentionality.


But are we called just to be fishers?  I wonder if we’re called to be guides.  I wonder if we’re called to run a charter service.  It may not seem necessary to us at first—the world can seem so detached from anything spiritual.  It may seem that most people spend their days thinking about what to have for dinner and how to make more money and how to advance their own careers.


But that’s not true.  If you keep your eyes open, if you talk to people about the desires of their heart, you’ll start to see it.  There are a number of other boats out on this lake with us.  There are people who have gotten up early, put all sorts of equipment in their boats and they’re sitting out there and as far as they can tell, nothing is biting.  They want to fish—but they just need a little support.  A little guidance from another fisherman.  We don’t have to be experts.  We don’t have to have the big boat; we don’t need to be the stars of our own fishing show.  We’re just another group in another boat, with just a tip or two.  Stay where you are and drop that line a little deeper.  Pare it down.  Pay attention.  Stay still.


Be a guide.  Let’s explore that in the year to come together.  Let’s consider not just how to make our own spiritual search more fulfilling and productive, but how to become resources for this whole hurting world that just wants to feel a tug at the end of the line.


Amen.
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