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The Life Saving Station

A Parable

As you’re aware, Jesus was a popular teacher.  One of the reasons He was so popular was that He taught using parables.

Parables are like Aesop’s Fables.  They’re short stories using non-religious language and images intended to teach a spiritual truth.  Instead of using theological jargon understood by only a few, Jesus intrigued his listeners with stories that appealed to everyone.  But they were more than stories.  Each story contained a spiritual truth to be understood and applied.  The revelation of that truth was the purpose for telling the story.
By teaching in parables, many came to understand Jesus’ message.  Yet, as you might imagine, there were those who sometimes took offense to Jesus’ parables, disagreeing with His message.   

Such was the case recorded in Matthew 21:45 where we read: “The chief priests and the Pharisees heard Jesus' parables and knew that he was talking about them, so they tried to arrest him.”

So while most appreciated Jesus’ parables, there were those who disagreed with the message contained in the parables.  My point is, even telling a story involves a risk that some will disagree or be offended by its message.  Such is life.
Well, this morning I’m going to risk telling you a parable of my own.  It’s a story about a Life Saving Station.  As Allison prepares to take a congregational vote next Sunday that will chart her future course, the parable has a message we need to hear and consider.
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Once there was a small community located along the coastline of very treacherous shores.  Though lighthouses were scattered along the shore to guide ships through the night and fog, still many ships met with disaster because of the fierce waves and hidden rocks beneath the water’s surface.  Navigating a ship through the waters during daylight was difficult enough - let alone during a storm at night.  So it’s not surprising that on occasions ships would meet with disaster, resulting in a ship sinking and her passengers drowning.

Now there was a certain man in the village who became distressed by all the lives being lost at sea.  He found it more and more difficult to live with himself knowing he was doing nothing to prevent the unnecessary loss of life.  But what could he do?  He was only one.  Besides, the waters were dangerous, and if he were to venture out into the stormy sea in an effort to save someone, he himself might drown.  Still he could not reconcile himself to the fact that he did nothing to save lives.

So on one particular stormy night he heard in the distance the sound of a ship crashing against the rocks, and the subsequent cries of people drowning.  Unable to endure the cries any longer, the man resolved to do something.  
At personal risk to himself he entered his rowboat and navigated through the raging waters.   Under the cloak of darkness he rowed toward the cries of the drowning, all the time fearful for his own safety, fighting the high winds, the raging waves and the cold.  But he was determined to save someone.  

Much to his satisfaction he was able to save five people.  While others drowned, he was content knowing he had made a difference in the lives of those he saved.  
The next day the five survivors told everyone in the village their harrowing story about how they had been saved.  They praised the heroic man who risked his life to save them.  Of course everyone in the village knew the man of whom they spoke, but he didn’t appear as a hero to them.  He was just one of them.  He wasn’t anyone outstanding or with exceptional ability.  

Hearing the testimony of the survivors, several men in the village felt responsible for not having done something to save the others from drowning.  So they vowed to themselves and one another that the next time a storm hit the coast they would accompany the lone hero in a rescue effort.

Well, it wasn’t long before another storm hit, and the new recruits were true to their word.  Having made plans in advance, the small band of men didn’t wait until they heard the crash of a ship on the rocks and the cries of drowning people.  Instead, soon after the storm began the men left their families and the comfort of their homes and went to the shoreline and waited by their rowboats.  This way if the ship were to crash they wouldn’t lose valuable time getting the rescue operation started.  
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As fate would have it, that night a ship did wreck, and together the small band of heroic men was able to save 18 passengers from a watery grave.  The news of their heroism spread among the village like wildfire as the 18 passengers told everyone about how they had been saved.

It wasn’t long before other men from the village came forward to volunteer in rescue efforts.  In doing so, they were cautioned by the veteran volunteers that there was a price to be paid.  They would need to leave the safety and comfort of their homes during a storm, and risk possible death.  Still the newcomers wanted to join, and they were welcomed.

The next time a ship wrecked during a storm, more lives than ever were saved because of the selfless heroic acts of the Rescue Squad.  The salvation stories of more and more passengers were spreading far and wide.  As a result more and more men wanted to be a part of the rescue operations.

After numerous successful rescue efforts and many lives being saved, one of the volunteers suggested they invest in building a life saving station near the coastline.  This would facilitate providing immediate care to those who were saved.  It would be a place where they could find warmth, be given a hot meal, a shower, a change of clothes, and a cot on which to sleep.  The Rescue Squad thought it a great idea.  
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So, after much planning and conducting a successful capital campaign, a Life Saving Station was built.  It was a simple, yet beautiful, building.  It had a fireplace with a picture of a lifeboat above the mantle.  There was a modern kitchen and large dinning area for preparing and serving meals.  Because the facility was so functional, it soon began being used by members for social events such as wedding receptions, family reunions, and holiday celebrations.  People came from miles around to join the Rescue Squad and enjoy the camaraderie it offered.  It seemed everyone wanted to be part of this growing phenomenon.

But with more and more people joining the Squad, a subtle change began to occur.  Over a period of years less and less men were interested in risking their lives to save drowning passengers.  The atmosphere of the Life Saving Station began taking on the ambiance of a social club.  Those joining were more interested in the social activities the Station offered rather than in saving lives.  

Then it happened.  An incident occurred that divided the membership.  It happened one night during a violent storm.  
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The Rescue Squad had brought passengers to the Life Saving Station to receive warmth, be given a hot meal, get a shower, and to lie down and rest.  

The problem was that a member of the Life Saving Station was hosting a wedding reception for his only daughter.  It was quite a formal affair.  When the volunteers and rescued passengers came in, they were wet, cold and filthy – not at all dressed for a wedding reception.  They totally disrupted the reception by taking over the kitchen to prepare a meal for the rescued passengers and by setting up cots. 
The father of the bride became infuriated.  Who did the Squad think they were anyway?  Had he not reserved the Station well in advance as required by the bylaws?  He had not paid the reservation fee for using the facility?  As a paying member, didn’t he have rights?  How dare the Rescue Squad welcome these strangers into the Station on this special occasion?  It’s not like they were paying members or ever participated in a service project.  
As you might suspect, it was only a matter of days before a special Board Meeting was convened.  At the meeting it was proposed that anyone having previously reserved and paid the fee for use of the Saving Station had exclusive rights to the use the facility without being interrupted by rescued passengers.  Rescued passengers would have to find comfort and aid elsewhere.  When someone asked where, the response given was that was the concern of the Rescue Squad to figure out.  The motion was adopted by a narrow margin.  
Well, a good number of members were quite upset with the action taken.  They still remembered the original purpose for which the Rescue Squad had been organized, and the reason the Life Saving Station was built in the first place.  So in protest they decided to leave the Rescue Squad and form a new squad, being true to the original mission of saving lives.  So they moved down the coastline a few miles and built their own life saving station.
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As you might expect, over the decades history repeated itself.  The second Rescue Squad experienced similar growth as had the first.  Then the organization began to take on the ambiance of a social club, with fewer members interested in saving lives.  Then eventually a dispute erupted, with several members leaving in protest to form a third Rescue Squad, who also built a Life Saving Station just a few miles from the other two.

Today, if you were to visit the coastline, you’d see numerous Life Saving Stations spotting the landscape only a few miles from one another.  The coastline still has violent storms, and ships still meet with disaster.  Regrettably, most of the passengers drown.  AMEN.
