
I think that most of us would probably like to be successful in what we do.  Once in a while when I go down the street to get my hair cut, I’ve seen a few copies of “Successful farmer” laying around.  Success in fact is probably the most important value in our American culture.  Many other cultures are more about survival.  But in Americanour values revolve around success.  From weight loss, to sports, to business, to school, its all about success isn’t it?  Most commercials are success stories.  Nothing could get the stain out until I used this product.  Nothing could keep the weight off until I tried this.   10-tips for successful investing.  Who doesn’t want to be a success?

And yet success can be a very scary thing.  Back in the 70’s, there was motorcycle dare-devil named Evel Knievel.  If you want to know how hard success can be watch the story of his life sometime on the history channel.  He jumped farther on a motorcycle than any one in history had ever even thought of, and just captured the imagination of our entire country.  But once he had a successful jump, what would the next success be?  And he found himself in this situation where the more success he had the more people expected him to be successful.  His success brought him huge crashes.  And that’s very difficult.  I think a lot of students in school struggle with that.  Well, if I’m an A student, I have to stay an A student right?  That’s tough.  The pastor that steered me into the ministry told me that one of the hardest things I’d have to deal with is a successful sermon or something that goes really well.  “What are you going to do next week?”  he said.  How are you going to top that?  See what I mean?  Once you’re a success, people expect it.  You expect it.  And that can be very tough road.  We wonder why many successful people end up with huge drug problems.  Yeah, success is hard.

Isn’t it true that success is scary.  Success sets us up for greater grief and loss, doesn’t it?  The Chiefs great success made their failure last weekend a lot harder to take.  Right?  I always wonder what it must be like to have been a young actor or a football player, to be tremendously successful, and to come to point where you realize that your greatest moments will be in the past with regard to your profession.  They’re saying now that a Fortune 500 company might last 20 years now.  Success is fleeting.  There was a guy who was just a wonderful singer in my home church when I was young.  And I remember several years ago being there when he sang at a service that we were in.  And my mom leaned over to me and said, “He just isn’t the same”.  Yeah, its hard to be at the top of the mountain.  It’s lonely at the top they say.  Bigger you are the harder you fall.  Because there is only one way to go from the top.  And as all mountain climbers say, the journey down is usually far more dangerous than the journey to the top.  Jesus was such a spectacular success.  Which made the complete failure of the cross even more difficult.to bear and to understand when it came.  If only he hadn’t done so many miracles.  It’s the story of the church isn’t it?  The success of the past often makes the present quite difficult.  Think of being a Husker fan.  And how much pain that past success has cost you.  What it does to you.  Makes it hard to face reality.  No wonder Peter is afraid.

Our text today is, essentially it’s a success story.  Peter had worked all night and caught nothing.  Suddenly when Jesus shows up they have more fish than they could ever dream of.  Suddenly there was success.  Just stunning success.  It’s the prosperity Gospel.  Trust in the Lord and you will prosper!  But what the drives the story and makes it so interesting is exactly Peter’s response.  “Go away Lord, I’m a sinful man”.  He doesn’t want to face it, what success brings.  He had been waiting for this moment all his life as a fisherman.  Dreamed about it at night.  But when it happened it was much different than he thought it would be.  What happens to people who win the lottery?  Oh man, it’s crazy what happens.  And when we know about success we know why.  It’s tough.

So what do we do with this?  Very often people seem to find a weird kind of enjoyment in the lack of success.  See, it never works.  See, I can’t do it.  I can’t do all that.  I’ll bet if Peter and the fishermen had gone to the local watering hole that morning after working all night and getting nothing they would have had a conversation with others that went sort of like this.  “Well, how did it go last night?”  “Oh, the same old same old.  Didn’t get a bite.”  “Yup, just can’t get ahead these days”.  “That idiot came along and got his net all tangled up in mine just like usual”.  “There’s nothing in fishin’ anymore?  Right?  Yeah, we’ve all done this.  And its like we almost enjoy it.  We enjoy the way we get kicked around.  We learn to be happy with losing.  It becomes who we are.  We just get into that mind set and it become comforting to know that nothing much good will ever happen to us.  Pastors do it.  “Yeah I preach and preach and it goes nowhere”.   Why do I even try?  And we can wear that like a badge of honor.  We’re martyrs.  We are the long suffering.


I think we do that because its easier.  We won’t have to face the pressure and fear of failure that success brings.  We won’t have to live up to it.  It can be easier to not succeed.  Then not much is expected.  Then the failures aren’t so painful.  But we’ve bailed out haven’t we, and given up on life really with that mind set.  I love the line from the movie Braveheart, where Wallace says, “All men die, but not all men really live”.  It’s no use, is not what we were intended for. 
So the question this morning is this.  Do we really want to be a success?  It can put pressure on you to keep it going, and it makes it hard when your time sort of passes.  Success makes failure harder.  Jesus started off his ministry as a great success.  Big crowds, big numbers, everyone was so impressed.  But like all success, it was quite fleeting wasn’t it?  And it made his failure and crucifixion at the end all the more crushing.  Are we afraid of that?  Do we get that about success?  
It’s the same with other things.  Do we really want to be in love?  Or do we fear the pain that it will bring?  Do we want to be close to people?  Or do we fear what rejection would mean?  What would it mean if I worked it out with that neighbor I’ve had trouble with for years?  Is that something I really want to succeed at?  Or it is easier and less scary to just say its never going to change?  What would it mean if God was really here breaking down walls, opening hearts, building an outreach of love to the surrounding community.  What would it mean if God transformed us into people who were filled with love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, gentleness and self-control?  In a lot of ways it’s happening.  But its scary.  What would it mean if we were abundantly successful at loving our enemies?  Do we really want God to be here?  Scary isn’t it?  What would mean if we were filled with the Spirit?  Do we want a great abundance of God’s light?  Or do we fear what that light will reveal?  Would we be ready for the change?  Ready for the work?  Ready for the pressure?  Ready for the pain of failure when it comes?  Because success brings all of that.  We’re living it today in so many ways.
Well, Jesus tells Peter today to not to be afraid.  Not to be afraid of believing in God’s great love for him.  Not to be afraid of the abundant life that God has for him.  It’s an overwhelming abundance.  But what will this moment of great success bring?  Yup, the pain of a failure that will be overwhelming.  Peter jumps on board, makes the move to trust in God.  Today is a success story.  But light of God will reveal the darkness of Peter’s cowardice, and of his lack of faith.  It will take him to moment of deep betrayal.  Denying Jesus three times.  See without this moment of great abundance, this failure may would never happened.  This is the price of success.  But Peter learned didn’t he?  He learned about himself.   But more than that.  He discovered a God who meets us most deeply not in our successes, but where we have failed.  With nothing but love.  It’s easy to see why we would be afraid of success.  The ability to experience the highest of highs, brings with it the lowest of lows.  But learning how to do that well, I would argue, is how we fish for people.  And get real.
So don’t be afraid of success I think God is saying to us today.  Don’t be afraid of a deep abundance of love and connection to other people that is the heart of God.  The light of God will reveal your sins and failures, this is true.  But don’t be afraid.  Because that, in God’s kingdom, is what makes us real, and the gift that we are.  And that’s what success is all about.  Amen.
