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Apparently, there is some kind of big game happening today in town? You pretty much have to
literally be living under a rock to not know that the Super Bowl is being played later this evening just a
few miles down the road from here. And with all this football hoopla permeating our city, I can’t help but
to reflect on the power of sports and competition and the roles they play in our community and even
society as a whole. More specifically, I've been thinking about the elite athletes who will play in this
game and what they and all players who have reached this level of competition have gone through to end
up on that field in the Superdome tonight, not only the amount of work they’ve put in and years of
dedication to the game, but also the failures and setbacks that they have endured to reach this level of
success. It is the ability to preserve through losses, injuries, disappointments, and letdowns that
distinguishes the merely talented from the true champions.

New Orleans knows perhaps more than any other city this collective power of sports to bring
people together and to be a symbol of hope and resilience. Now everyone loves an underdog, and a good
underdog story, and the history of the New Orleans Saints football team is certainly among the best.
Founded in the mid 1960s, The Saints ended many of those first seasons, ok decades of seasons, with
shall we say less than a stellar record. By the time the 2005 season rolled around season ticket sales were
in decline and there were rumors swirling of the Saints being courted by other cities. Then in August of
2005, just as the football season was beginning, Hurricane Katrina hit. The Superdome which is
supposed to house raucous and rowdy sports fans became a shelter of last resort for the city’s most
desperate citizens in the wake of the devasting flooding and destruction of the hurricane. In the

aftermath of those days, the images of the Superdome broadcast around the nation and the world,

battered and broken by the storm became a symbol of the despair and brokenness shared by New



Orleanians. The Saints were displaced along with the rest of the city, playing the rest of their games in
San Antonio and Baton Rouge, and ending their season with a record of 3 wins and 13 loses.

As plans to rebuild the region came together, restoring the Superdome and bringing the Saints
back home became a priority for city and state leaders. With a considerable amount of effort the
Superdome was indeed rebuilt in time for the first regular season home game against our greatest rival
the Atlanta Falcons on September 25, 2006. Now I know that the story I'm about to tell is sacred lore
around here. And I know that many of you not only remember that game, but can tell me where you were
sitting in the Superdome that night or who you were with watching the game live, and for you this story
is not only one of a great moment in sports history, but is deeply personal. However, if you are a New
Orleans transplant like me, or just really don’t follow football - like at all - this story might be new to
you. On that night, the homecoming game — the Domecoming, the Superdome was sold out - in fact all
the season tickets for that year were sold out. The whole city was excited and emotional to finally have
the Saints back in the Superdome and there was a sense that something epic was going to happen that
night.

And indeed, In the first few minutes of the game, player Steve Gleason blocked a punt by the
Flacons resulting in a touchdown for the Saints. To say “the crowd went wild” would be a gross
understatement. It was an unforgettable moment that brought the whole city into a collective state of joy
and ecstasy and gratitude in sharing in this moment of triumph after enduring so much tragedy. The
Saints would go on to win that game 23-3 and the blocked kick has since been called and is known as the
“rebirth” blocked punt. The New Orleans Saints and the Superdome were rebranded as symbols of the
rebirth of the city and the resilience of its people. The Saints went on to the NFC championship game
that year for the first time in franchise history. Just a few short seasons later in 2009, The Saints Super
Bowl dreams came true when they beat the Indianapolis Colts, completing the fairy tale ending to one of
the greatest underdog comeback stories in sports.

Turning now to Jesus and the calling of his first disciples in the gospel of Luke, I would like to say

that if I were a football manager, and the twelve disciples were a football team, I would seriously be



questioning Jesus’ rationale in recruiting his team. These ordinary, uneducated, powerless, fishermen
from backwater country Galilee aren’t exactly the stuff of the “first round draft picks” when it comes to
building a revolutionary Messianic movement. And yet, here Jesus stands at the edge of the waters
teaching while Simon, who we also know as Peter, and his crew are cleaning their nets, having worked all
night, and have come up empty handed. Now it’s unclear whether this night’s fishing failure was just a
fluke one-off event, a rarity that happens from time to time and while disappointing can be recovered
from in the next night’s catch, or if this night’s poor showing was becoming an alarming trend for Simon
and his partners, James and John. I can’t imagine that the margins for first century fishermen were so
generous as to allow for even one night’s poor catch before seriously affecting business. At any rate, as
read this text I feel Simon’s exhaustion and exasperation as this odd Rabbi instructs him to put out his
nets again, this time in deeper waters. Doesn’t he know anything about fishing? It’s day time now, there
is light and noise and warmth all keeping the fish deep in the depths of the lake. But for some reason
Simon humors Jesus, and let’s out his nets once more. The nets fill to the brim with fish, start to break
and his boat nearly sinks as Simon struggles to bring up the nets. He calls for help from his partner’s
James and John and soon their own vessel takes on water as well from such an abundant catch.

Sensing the presence of God in this miraculous event, Simon kneels before Jesus, falling in front of
him, begging him for mercy as he is confronted by his own inadequacy in the face of such power. Jesus
doesn’t placate or coddle him when Simon says he’s a sinner, but instead tells him “do not be afraid.” He
knows Simon is a sinner, but he doesn’t seem to mind or care. There is work to be done, and Simon’s past
is not a disqualifier as he calls Simon to a new vocation - a fisher of people. Jesus sees Simon fully for all
of who he is and judges him worthy. Simon, along with James and John, leave their boats and their nets
right there on the shore and follow Jesus.

There are times in our lives and walks of discipleship when we feel disappointment and are
discouraged. Times when we work hard and still come up empty handed. We feel the bitter sting of
defeat and loss and wonder if we can get back up and do it all again. What are we to do as disciples of

Christ when we feel defeated? When we hear of the relentless drumbeat of bad news - tragedies



happening across the globe and in our own backyard. How do we keep throwing out nets out in the face
of declining church membership, churches shuttering their doors, and consequently having to do with
fewer resources? How do we respond in a world that seems to only be dividing further as people retreat
into their silos and echo chambers, leaving even less room for compassion and empathy? Can we even
keep trying to lead with love when we see and experience the devaluing of others based on race, sex and
gender expression, nationality and place of birth, or sexual orientation?

In these moments of defeat, when we feel like the underdog, this is when Jesus shows up and issues
the call for us to dig deep, cast the nets again, and get back in the game. We may not feel qualified or
ready or that we're even good enough, but long before Jesus called us to service, God has already called us
beloved children, valuable and worthy. We may be licking our wounds from past defeats and
disappointments not sure what to do next, but we aren’t alone. We do this work and life of discipleship
together, guided by the Holy Spirit. Discipleship is not about waiting to be perfect or even good before
acting out in faith to love our neighbors, to welcome the stranger, and care for the orphan and widow, to
show mercy and do justice. Faithfulness in following Jesus is about doing just that, following, however
imperfectly, trying again, saying your sorry, learning from your mistakes, and in doing so finding

ourselves playing a part in the work of miracles and the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God on earth.



