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In his book “A Million Miles In A Thousand Years” Donald Miller, who also wrote “Blue Like Jazz,” explains how two movie producers approached him wanting to make a film about his life.  He was quite excited about the idea, especially after the producers promised to pay him a lot of money for it. The only catch was that they told him – very bluntly – that his “real life” was too boring, and that they would need to make up some things to turn his life into an entertaining movie. In the process of helping to write the script, Miller came to this realization:  “The things that make a movie great are the same things that make a life great. The things that make a character great are the same things that make a real-life person great. Ultimately, it all comes down to the size of the conflict a person is willing to face.”
That makes sense, doesn’t it?  Think of the moments in your life that have been the most satisfying to you.  It’s probably not the things that came easy to you that have been the most rewarding.  It’s not the things that got handed to you.  It’s the things that you really had to work for, those times when you overcame hardship and adversity, those times you persevered in the face of conflict – those are the things that brought you the most satisfaction and pride.  
Miller then turns to the movie producers and asks this: “Is this going to be a good movie?” and they said “Yes.” Then he asks, “Is this going to be a great movie?” and again they both agree it will be. Finally, Miller gets a little cocky and says, “Do you think our movie is going to win an Oscar?” They answered, “No. Only epic movies win Oscars.” 
And that got me thinking – what does an epic life look like?  I haven’t watched the show for a few years, but there’s a character in the show “How I Met Your Mother” named Barney Stinson, played by Neil Patrick Harris.  Barney thinks his life is legen … wait for it … dary.  In his mind he’s “awesome.”  When he embarks on an adventure, it’s always, in his thinking, “epic.”  But the reality is that Barney’s life is anything but epic.  He is a very funny character, but if you’ve watched the show at all you have to agree that he’s self-absorbed and shallow.  His life is strictly about getting more money and getting more girls.  His life isn’t epic; it’s small.
And we want something bigger than that.  We want to live lives that are legitimately legendary; we want our accomplishments to be authentically awesome; we want epic.  We want our lives to be epic and we want our marriages to be epic.  

Today, we’re starting a series inspired by the movie “Soul Surfer.” The film is the real-life story of a young teenage girl named Bethany Hamilton, a girl who is living a legendary, epic life.  I hope many of you have had a chance to see the movie.  Let me give you just a little background in case you haven’t seen the movie or aren’t familiar with the story.  Bethany was a 13-year-old living with her family in Kauai.  Both of Bethany’s parents were surfers, and even though she was only 13 Bethany was already a terrific surfer herself with a promising career.  And Bethany was also a devoted follower of Jesus.  Then on Halloween morning in 2003 while surfing with some friends, Bethany was attacked by a 14-foot tiger shark that bit off her left arm.  She lost 60% of her blood in the attack, and endured a number of surgeries, and yet just one month later Bethany was back in the water and back on a surfboard.  Just before the movie opened I saw Mike Huckabee interview Bethany on his cable news show, and when asked how she managed to deal with the challenge of losing an arm to a shark attack Bethany didn’t hesitate to talk about the difference knowing Jesus has made in her life and how grateful she is to be able to use this experience to tell people all around the world about her faith in Jesus.  Bethany’s life, from where I sit, is epic.  And the reason we’re spending these next few weeks on her story is so we can discover what it might mean for us to live legendary, awesome, epic lives.
Let’s get started by watching this video of what happened after the shark attack:  [Play the “God, Please Use Me” video clip in the Week One folder on the Church Leader Resource DVD.]
A number of years ago I preached a sermon I called “Dangerous Prayers.”  Bethany prayed a dangerous prayer at the age of 13 – she prayed, “God, use me.”  Even at 13 she wanted her life to count for something far more than surfing.  She didn’t know what she wanted God to accomplish through her, but she knew she wanted God to do something, to use her in some significant way.  She wanted to live an epic life for the glory of God.  So she prayed this dangerous prayer: “God, use me.”  And God answered her prayer in a most unexpected way – through a shark attack.  
And that made me think – how much do I really want God to use me?  I mean, I’m pretty attached to my arms and legs.  I’ve come to depend on them.  If living an epic life means losing a limb, am I really willing to do that?  Now Bethany’s case is obviously pretty rare, but the truth is that overcoming hardship and adversity is part and parcel of the epic life.  It’s a dangerous thing to pray, “God, use me.”
You might remember that in the second half of John 10:10, Jesus says this to his followers: “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  God wants our lives to be full.  God is in the business of writing epic stories with our lives. Jesus came to this earth not just to forgive our sins, but to empower us to live lives of influence and significance.  
On the other hand, listen to the first half of John 10:10: “The thief [enemy] comes only to steal and kill and destroy...”  Satan wants to steal what’s good in our lives.  He wants to steal our joy, and he wants to steal our sense of meaning and significance and adventure.  Satan is in the business of writing boring stories with people’s lives. It’s been said that if Satan can’t make you bad, then he will make you boring.  Think of it this way – if Satan can’t get we who follow Jesus to behave badly, then what better way is there to keep people from wanting to become like us than to make our lives boring?  
Over the next four weeks, we’re going see what we can learn about the epic life from some of the things Bethany has learned.  But this morning we also want to learn some lessons about the epic life from a Bible character who impacted the world for Christ more than almost anyone in history.  He definitely had faults and often stuck his foot in his mouth, but God used him anyway. His name was Simon Peter.  The first time we meet Peter in the Gospel of Luke is in chapter 5; here’s how the story reads:
One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, with the people crowding around him and listening to the word of God, he saw at the water’s edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who were washing their nets.  He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little from shore.  Then he sat down and taught the people from the boat.

When he had finished, he said to Simon, “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.”  Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything.  But because you say so, I will let down the nets.”

When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break.  So they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink.  When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”  For he and all his companions were astonished at the catch of fish they had taken, and so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon’s partners.

Then Jesus said to Simon, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.”  So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him.  (Luke 5:1-11)
So here’s the scene.  Peter and his partners have been fishing all night and have caught nothing.  Why at night?  That’s usually when the fishing was best, when the fish were the most active and were feeding closest to the surface.  But the night had been a complete bust.  Before they could head home for a hot meal and some much needed rest, there was one last job to do – they had to wash and fold up the nets so they would be ready for their next expedition.  And then along comes Jesus, who by this time had attracted a crowd.  Luke 4 tells us that Jesus had already healed quite a number of sick and lame, and people were eager to hear what he had to say.  So while Peter and his partners are cleaning their nets, Jesus climbs into Peter’s boat and asks Peter to push it out a bit so Jesus could address the crowd.
Now some of us have heard this story so many times that we no longer appreciate how odd this is, but think about this for a minute.  Imagine that you’re in your driveway washing your convertible.  Along comes a crowd of people down the road, and one man steps forward and hops into your car and asks you to push it out into the street so he can talk to people.  Would you find that a little odd?  Would you be just a bit put out?  And think about this – if you push a small boat offshore a bit, does the boat just stay there on its own?  Of course not – someone has to secure the boat, someone has to keep the boat from drifting off.  So this is a bit of an imposition, to say the least.  It’s surely a little odd.

But it turns out that Jesus’ audience in all this really isn’t the crowd – it’s Peter and his partners.  Jesus is about to offer them a chance for something far bigger than what they’ve been used to.  He’s about to offer them legendary; he’s about to offer them epic.
But he needs an illustration – he can’t just tell them about epic, he needs to show them epic.  So he uses an illustration that they can relate to; he uses their profession.  He tells Peter, “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.”  Peter argues with Jesus for just a moment, informing him that they’ve just spent all night fishing and have come up empty, but then he relents and says, “OK, since you say so, we’ll let down the nets.”  I might have been a little more sarcastic about it.  I might have said something like, “OK, sure.  We spent 8 hours fishing and caught nothing.  We spent another hour washing the nets, folding them and putting them away.  We haven’t eaten all night.  When we do catch fish we catch them close to shore … at night.  But because you who apparently know nothing about fishing tell us to go out into the deep water where there are no fish in the middle of the day when the fish aren’t active, we’ll be glad to do it.  This should be great fun.”

So Peter and his partners do what Jesus asks them to do, and to their astonishment, they catch so many fish that both boats begin to sink.  Peter, to his credit, immediately recognizes that he is in the presence of someone much bigger than just another rabbi and he says, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”  And then Jesus gets to the point.  “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.”  There it is; there’s the invitation, the opportunity, the offer.  Jesus says to these fishermen, “This is your chance to live a legendary life.  This is your opportunity to experience something far bigger than you’ve ever experienced before.  If you want an epic life, if you want to be part of changing the lives and destinies of people in need, then come and follow me.”

And to their credit, they do just that.  The text says, “So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him.”  Now I have to admit that this bothers me a little bit.  I suspect I would not have been that impulsive, that responsive.  If it had been me the text would say, “So they pulled up their boats and sat down to write out all the pros and cons.  They gathered their families and friends and talked about it.  They thought long and hard about how they were going to support themselves.  They asked Jesus to tell them more about what was involved.  They asked what their hours would be; they asked for a more detailed job description.  They talked to their financial advisors.  And when they decided to follow Jesus, they put their boats and nets on Craigslist so they could at least recoup their investment.”  And I imagine that many of you would have done that too.  After all, this is a very big deal.  It’s a very big deal to leave behind your profession and your training and your family and your possessions simply for the sake of the call.
But then, if we want something bigger, if we want legendary, if we want epic, then we can’t keep playing it safe.  It can’t be business as usual.  I have a saying on my desk that goes like this: “When you want what you’ve never had, you must learn to do what you’ve never done.”  

So just what does Jesus want you and me to do, here and now?  I’m not suggesting that the only way to live an epic life is to abandon everything you’ve worked for and become a traveling evangelist.  But it might well be the case that Jesus is asking you, like he asked Peter, to make some significant changes in your life – changes in your priorities, changes in how you use your free time, changes in how you handle your money.  I’m not entirely sure of what it is for you, but here’s where I’m sure it starts.  It starts with a dangerous prayer: “God, use me.  God, I want to be part of something bigger, something more significant. I want to make a lasting impact on my world.  God, I don’t want safe and I don’t want boring.  I want epic.  I’m willing to do what I’ve never done, to go where I’ve never gone.  So God, whatever it takes, whatever it means, use me.” 
Let me show you a little more of Bethany’s story.  Here’s a little of what goes on in the hospital as Bethany recovers from the shark attack that changed her life:  [Play the “Hospital” video clip in the Week One folder on the Church Leader Resource DVD]
In Jeremiah 29:11, the prophet of God writes, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’”  Here’s the context of that verse. The Israelites were in captivity in Babylon. Their worst nightmare had come true; they had been taken from their homeland and dragged to another country that believed in different gods. And most of the time when we quote that verse we forget about the verse that comes right before it; here’s what it says: “This is what the Lord says: ‘When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back to this place.’” (Jeremiah 29:10)  In other words, I have plans to prosper you, God says, but here’s the deal – it’s going to take 70 years.  Most of us don’t have that kind of patience, do we?  If we’re going to give it all up for God, then we want to see some results here and now.  But more often than not, the epic life takes time.

I recently read a fascinating book called “Unplanned” by Abby Johnson.  I know we’re a little heavy on the video today, but let me show you a one-minute clip to introduce you to Abby’s story:  
Show documentary trailer from unPLANNED website.
Abby worked at a Planned Parenthood clinic in Bryan, Texas for eight years, eventually becoming the director of that clinic.  She had two abortions herself, and thousands of abortions were performed at that clinic during her eight years at Planned Parenthood.  But in 2009 Abby had a dramatic change of heart.  She left Planned Parenthood and joined a ministry just down the street called Coalition for Life, a ministry much like Real Options here in San Jose that is devoted to the rights of preborn children.  But here’s one part of the story that really struck me.  For eight years, volunteers from Coalition for Life stood outside the fences of Planned Parenthood and prayed.  They didn’t demonstrate, and they didn’t agitate.  They talked to people as they went into Planned Parenthood to let them know there were options.  They let the employees of Planned Parenthood know that they cared about them.  One volunteer brought Abby, the director of Planned Parenthood, flowers to show her concern.  And one guy in particular stood out to me in the story, a retired policeman with a heart for the preborn.  Twice a week he brought a folding chair to the clinic and sat there and prayed; in particular he prayed for Abby, that Abby would have a change a heart.  Every Wednesday and Saturday, Mr. Orozco sat outside Planned Parenthood and asked God to change the hearts and minds of Abby and the others who worked at that clinic – for eight years.  And then in October of 2009, God broke through to Abby and she left that clinic for good.  Her story became national news.  She’s been on “The O’Reilly Factor” and scores of other national news shows, speaking up for the rights of the preborn.  But that change took time.  It took eight years of love and kindness and prayers.
God has great plans for you – I believe that.  God has plans to give you a future and a hope, to use you to accomplish something legendary and epic.  But it just might take some time.  You might not see the results overnight.  It took eight years for Mr. Orozco to see an answer to his prayers.  It took 70 years for the people of Israel.  I don’t know how long it might take for you.  But in God’s time your faithfulness will pay off in significant, eternal ways.
So let me ask you to consider praying Bethany’s prayer – “God, use me.”  And here’s one last thought.  Ask God to begin using you right where you are.  God doesn’t need you to leave your job and your home to use you.  You don’t need to go to Tibet to live an epic life.  In fact, as John Ortberg has written, “If my mission cannot start here, where I am, it cannot start at all.”   Bethany Hamilton was a surfer when she prayed, “God use me.”  Over the last eight years God has used Bethany in some amazing ways – as a surfer.  You can live an epic life right where you work and right where you live.  So let’s ask God to use us, and let’s commit ourselves to doing whatever it takes for as long as it takes for the glory of God.
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