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I was essentially off the grid last week on vacation with some girlfriends in the Arizona 

desert.  Phones and TV were turned off and put away.  It was really quite amazing.  I highly 

recommend it.  The trouble is that then you return to real life.  Part of my return included logging 

in to Facebook for the first time in a while and seeing post after post talking about “the boys,” 

“the boys.”  Who are the boys and what have they done, I wondered.  Because I was several days 

late to the viral party about the boys, I didn’t see the first video of a confrontation between boys 

from Covington Catholic High School who were on the National Mall after participating in the 

March for Life and a Native American group who were there participating in the Indigenous 

People’s March.  But I did see the residual outrage it sparked online along with a quick taper 

after more videos emerged, complicating the picture of what really happened and whether blame 

was so easy to assign.   

The first article I read on the confrontation was in The Atlantic and was written a few 

days after the incident, allowing a modicum of hindsight and perspective that led the author to 

conclude that she had “failed the Covington Catholic Test,” as she put it.  “This story is a 

Rorschach test,” she wrote.  “Tell me how you first reacted, and I can probably tell where you 

live, who you voted for in 2016, and your general take on a list of other issues – but it shouldn’t 

be [this way].”  Recognizing her knee jerk reaction to the first post she saw, her instant 

assessment of the situation and the culpability of all involved, her trust in the “facts” as shared by 

social media, and her overall outrage, she concluded: “If the Covington Catholic incident was a 

test, it’s one I failed – along with most others.  Will we learn from it, or will we continue to roam 

social media, looking for the next outrage fix?  Next time a story like this surfaces, I’ll try to sit it 

out until more facts have emerged.”1     

Not jumping to immediate outrage, sitting it out and waiting for more facts to emerge, for 

a fuller picture to become clear just might be the most counter-cultural practice we can engage 

right now.  Like Pavlov’s dogs, we are being trained to make snap decisions, snap judgements.  

Look at a photo for literally one second and then log your reaction: like it, love it, respond with 

amazement or sadness or anger.  Do the same with news headlines.  See an ad for one second 

and respond by ignoring it or clicking on it.  It feels like it costs us nothing, but living in a world 

of clickbait comes at a cost.   

One of the friends I was with last weekend is married to a demographer at Pew Research 

Center.  In addition to being a demographer, he is also an avid creator of Twitter content.  In fact, 

he has twice as many Twitter followers as Pew and has been named by The Washington Post as 

one of the six best people to follow on Twitter.  In case you’re now curious, his Twitter handle is 

@conradhackett.  Most of his posts revolve around recent demographic studies, which may 

sound dry but is truly fascinating.  Recently, he posted about price changes in the last 20 years 

and noted how the things that make us smarter – like college and textbooks and childcare and 
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medical care – are getting more expensive while the things that make us more stupid – like 

cellphones and computer games and toys and TV – are becoming more affordable.  It is getting 

cheaper and cheaper to disengage, to retreat into a world of screens and pseudo-community, into 

a world of snap judgements and political Rorschach tests.   

Then along comes an itinerant Palestinian preacher to remind us that we weren’t created 

to swim in the kids’ paddling pool.  We aren’t just supposed to get our feet wet while gazing at 

the horizon from the beach.  “Put out into the deep water,” Jesus tells Simon.  “Stop playing it 

safe and fishing near the shore.  Go to the deep water.”  I love that Simon’s reaction after going 

to the deep water and finding abundance there is to instantly get scared and try to send Jesus 

away.  “I’m not good enough,” he tells Jesus, “I’m sinful.  You should really go.”  We’ve all got 

our excuses for why it’s hard to go to the deep waters.  For why we haven’t truly shown up, why 

we aren’t really present.  “When I get my ducks in a row, then I’ll be present.”  “When the world 

is less bothersome and more at peace, then I’ll show up.”  “When others are able to appreciate 

what I offer and the sacrifices I make for them, then I can be emotionally available.”  Until then, 

we’re perfectly comfortable on the beach with Simon lamenting our empty nets and the scarcity 

of this world.   

Albert Einstein said, “A ship is always safe at shore, but that’s not what it’s built for.”  

“Nor are you,” Jesus says.  “You weren’t made for the shallow end.  Go to the deep water.”  But 

Simon is right to be scared of the deep water because there is danger there.  When we leave 

behind the clickbait and the Instagram likes and the viral videos in favor of going to the deep 

water with people, of not making snap judgements but really getting to know someone, life gets a 

lot more complicated.  With rare exception, no one in real life gets to be entirely the hero, the 

victim, or the villain.  Most confrontations show that both sides could have done better.  And we 

learn that deep relationships are built on trust and risk and vulnerability, which might sound good 

but often feels awful.  It’s not just the kind of vulnerability that lets people see that we don’t have 

our ducks in a row, but also the kind of vulnerability that realizes that we are inadequate to so 

many situations people face.  Joining them in the deep waters of disease and divorce and death 

can be so humbling that it feels like it’s going to tip the delicate balance of a boat we are often 

barely keeping stable for ourselves.  “I’m not enough,” we tell Jesus along with Simon.  “I don’t 

have enough training, enough comforting words, enough patience to go there.”  As we 

equivocate, Jesus keeps his eyes fixed on the deep waters of the horizon.   

Because this sermon is apparently brought to you by all things social media, the closing 

illustration naturally comes from Twitter.  Patton Oswalt is a comedian and actor who is better 

known of late for his Twitter feed where he has honestly and beautifully shared about depression 

and grief in the face of his wife’s unexpected death.  But this week it was Oswalt’s response to a 

Twitter troll that drew headlines.  Michael Beatty, who is an average Joe, began trolling Oswalt 

in response to a political tweet with Beatty writing things like, “I just realized why I was so 

happy when you died in Blade Trinity” and making fun of Oswalt’s short stature.  These are 

hardly the worst insults on Twitter, but they’re not especially kind either.  Oswalt responded in-

kind before looking at a few of Beatty’s other tweets, which included a link to a Go Fund Me 

page where Beatty was asking for help with medical bills.  The Vietnam Vet had recently spent 

two weeks in the hospital with sepsis and diabetic ketoacidosis.  He said he coded twice in the 

emergency room.  Beatty was hoping to raise $5,000.  Oswalt shared the link to the Go Fund Me 

page along with the two men’s Twitter history, saying that he would be angry too if he’d been 

dealt Beatty’s cards.  “Let’s deal him some good [cards],” Oswalt said.  As of last night, Oswalt 

and his fans had raised nearly $45,000 for Beatty.  In response, Beatty returned to Twitter: 



“Patton,” he wrote.  “You have humbled me to the point where I can barely compose my words.  

You have caused me to take pause and reflect on how harmful words from my mouth could 

result in such an outpouring.”  Then he pledged to pass on the extra money to others in need, 

turning it into a “cascade.”   

The shallow waters of partisan politics brought the two men together.  And they could 

have stayed there, throwing insults at the online shadow of stranger.  But recognition of human 

need and human dignity pulled them off the shore and toward the deep waters, to a place where 

Beatty was able to say, “Patton is a very good man who has managed to transcend party politics 

to give me a new perspective regarding how individuals are and act versus the political mob 

mentality.”  Hardly, the place they started.  Hardly, the expected ending.   

We have 1,000 interactions like this every day, superficial encounters with strangers 

where we make snap judgements based on appearance or politics or education. Where there is so 

much more to the person and their story than we are usual willing to learn.  We can continue to 

kick around in this shallow place, or we can set our sights on the unexpected abundance that 

awaits us when we untie our boats from the shore and set out in the direction that Jesus calls.  

Amen. 
 


