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Last Saturday, confirmation youth from Our Saviour’s came together with youth from 

Bethel and Calvary for a workshop on “Faith rooted organizing and climate change.” We 

began our time together by standing in a circle and doing some Improv Games as a 

group. An improv troup was there to lead us, and one of the first games they led with us 

was called, “Loser Ball.” Here’s how you play Loser Ball. One person starts with an 

imaginary ball in their hands. They look across the circle to a friend, and make sure that 

the friend is at the ready to catch the ball. Then they throw the imaginary ball through the 

air, and it’s the other person’s job to pretend to catch it. But here’s the catch: in Loser 

Ball, you’re not allowed to actually catch the ball. You have to pretend to drop it, fumble 

it – maybe it goes through the legs, maybe it’s just out of reach -  basically you have to 

make a fool out of yourself. And the rule is that when you drop the ball, everyone else in 

the circle claps and cheers and celebrates the failure as you pick it back up, and throw it 

on to the next person. 

The point of Loser Ball, you see, is to retrain us to accept failure. To retrain us to 

acknowledge that failure is just going to happen and it doesn’t have to be a dead end - it 

can be fertile ground. And what’s more, when we fail, there’s a community there 

surrounding us to hold us up and encourage us, and we can pick that ball back up and get 

back in the game.  

While playing Loser Ball I was struck by these insights – I was struck by the spiritual 

depth and countercultural nature of this game. It’s a game that I thought Jesus would 

really like to play. Because the grace of God that we touch and taste and see in Jesus can 

transform us, and retrain us, and bring us into joyful community in similar ways to Loser 

Ball.  

Just look at what the grace of God in Jesus did to Paul, as we read about in his first letter 

to the Corinthians this morning. Now Paul is someone who fully recognizes what a 

failure he was  - he persecuted the early Christian community with violence and threats. 

But when Jesus appeared to him and called him to a new way of life, the grace of God 

turned his whole life around. The grace of God brought him into a community of blessing 

and called him to share God’s love with abandon and boldness. “By the grace of God I 

am what I am” Paul declares.  

“By the grace of God I am what I am” – these are words that I hope each of us can claim, 

with boldness, with joy, with a sense of radical freedom. These are words that can ring 

out in our spirits like a whole community clapping for us, even in the midst of failure. 

These are words that hold us up, and compel us to step again into the great adventure of 

loving our God and our neighbors as Jesus calls us to do. 



“By the grace of God I am what I am” – words like this must have been on Simon’s heart 

that day when Jesus came into his boat and everything changed. We see how Simon 

himself felt like a failure and a loser that day. He was a professional failure - he and his 

fishing partners hadn’t caught anything all night. And he was a spiritual loser – for when 

he recognizes that he is in the presence of the living God he falls on his face and says, 

“Go away, Lord, for I am a sinful man!”  

All of us, like Simon, are sinful people. We are all losers and failures in different ways. 

We drop the ball, over and over. And here’s the miracle – that God comes to ones such as 

Paul, such as Simon, such as each one of us, and calls us to follow the way of Jesus 

which is the way of abundant life. God climbs into our boats, into our lives, and surprises 

us with abundant life and grace when we were expecting nothing.  

Our sense of calling to discipleship may begin with an overwhelming sense of the 

grandeur, and love, and the mercy of God. But as we know from Jesus’ life, discipleship 

is also the way of the cross -  and following Jesus involves hardship and risk. And these 

things are connected. Notice Simon, after this miraculous catch, this divine epiphany 

moment. He doesn’t think for a moment about choosing to just bask in his sudden 

prosperity; he doesn’t go on to sell the fish, or to think about how Jesus might help him 

be a successful fisherman. He doesn’t choose the easy life. His vision has changed. He is 

compelled by the living God to follow Jesus. It says that “he left everything and 

followed” – but we don’t sense his agony at doing so. We sense a willing and glad spirit 

– because he had encountered the living God. It seems to me that Simon’s experience 

here shows us that the hardship and risk we are called to as disciples are nothing, or are 

little, compared to the fullness of joy that we get to share in by the grace of God. 

Trusting in this promise of joy and communion, we are called as disciples to take risks 

and share the love of God with the world, to ‘catch people’ for God’s movement of love. 

Like the earlier scene when Jesus directs Simon to cast the nets, I hear Jesus saying to us 

in our calling to discipleship as well: “Put out into the deep water.” “Put out into the deep 

water.”  

Last Saturday after we played Loser Ball we sat together and talked about climate change 

and the work of organizing for social change. We talked about how we have to build 

relationships with lots of people if we want to make change in the world as people of 

faith, and we practiced the skill of 1 to 1 conversations. Our own Grant Stevenson led us, 

and he talked about how in order to build relationships of trust and courage, we have to 

take risks. We have to tread into the deep waters of each other’s passions and hurts 

rather than staying in the shallows where we just are nice and talk about the weather.  

He and I modeled a 1:1 conversation so that the youth could witness it. And to my 

surprise, it only took a couple of minutes before I was deep into my own story in a way I 

hadn’t quite expected, and I started to cry. Grant had asked me why I was interested in 

the conversation we were having this morning, and I remembered back when I was a high 

schooler myself and started caring about justice issues, like global poverty and 

environmental degradation. I remembered how shut down I felt by others when I tried to 



share my budding passion and my sense of heartache; I remembered how lonely I was, 

how I felt like school was pointless, and how much I longed for people to connect to and 

meaningful actions to take.  

When I started crying and had to stop for a moment, Grant didn’t back up and try another 

route. He didn’t take a detour into humor or the weather report. He persisted with me, and 

with faithful curiosity he invited me to tell him more about what was so meaningful and 

painful for me in that time of my life. And it was a holy moment for me to be truly heard 

and to experience renewed insight into how this time in my life shaped my calling. It was 

a moment of communion and abundant life.  

After our 1:1 conversation the youth noticed how Grant took a risk in our conversation to 

ask me to go deeper into my story when I was crying. And we got to reflect on how 

faithful risks build trust. Taking faithful risks is just like casting our nets into deep water - 

Deep waters of speaking with truth and honesty and courage. Deep waters of building 

relationships with people that gets to the heart of it, that gets at the holy spark of the 

divine image in others, that gets at the life that Christ calls us into.  

We are starting Living Questions in just a few weeks, and in Living Questions this year 

we will be using a short book by one of my seminary professors, Mary Hinkle Shore, 

called “Signs of Belonging: Luther’s Marks of the Church and the Christian life.” In the 

chapter on baptism, she writes about how the deep waters of God’s promises can lead us 

to this place of radical freedom where we aren’t scared to take risks. 

To get our imaginations around this freedom we have through Christ, Mary Hinkle lifts 

up a quote from Mary McEvoy, a former campaign aide to Paul Wellstone who was 

killed along with him in a plane crash. This quote took on life after her death as it was 

posted at the University of Minnesota on a banner over the entrance to the building where 

she had worked. It said:   

“What would you do if anything were possible and you knew you could not fail?” 

Deep waters are all around us, friends. Deep waters are in us. Things that confuse and 

confound us. Deep waters of parenting, deep waters of broken relationships, deep waters 

of political struggle, deep waters of historical trauma. But even deeper than these waters 

are the waters of God’s mercy. Of God’s love. Of God’s forgiveness. These are the 

waters that wash you and me. These are the waters where because of God’s promises 

truly we cannot fail, because God’s love never fails. These are the waters that make us 

new, that set us free, to be again this morning, this hour, this moment -  children of God. 

“By the grace of God, you are who you are.” Amen.  

 

 


