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“Liberty. Liberty. Liberty.” I remember the moment these words were piped throughout the ship. The enthusiasm was palpable. Young men and women I had never seen out of uniform hurried through the passageways wearing flipflops and shorts, heading out for a night of freedom in Panama toward the end of a long, hot, and stressful drug-interdiction mission in the Pacific. That was during my second deployment. My first deployment was on a Coast Guard Cutter at the end of a several months of migrant operation mission in the Caribbean that included rescuing boat people from the waters off of Cuba and Haiti (often in the middle of the night), feeding them and providing medical care, and then repatriating them to their home countries or transferring them to other ships that would. I was supposed to meet that ship during a port-call in Key West. However, because they had migrants on board their port-call was canceled and I was taken by small boat to join them at sea. When I arrived, the crew was not in the best of moods. Garbage bags were piled up on the fantail. Dispensers of juice and coffee were empty. They had looked forward to a break and maybe a bit of ice cream. Instead they were given a chaplain to calm them down! 

These cutters can stay at sea for a long time. The limiting factor is not having enough fuel. It is having enough food. This was made clear on my third deployment, when, at the beginning of what promised to be a long mission, every inch of free space in the galley and other parts of the ship was stacked with cardboard boxes and crates filled with food. 

Of course, it is about more than that. OPTEMPO (working at operation tempo) 24/7 is physically and emotionally draining. A crew member on that last ship had recently committed suicide. They brought me on board to try to make sure it didn't happen again. This made me think of my sister-in-law Susan, whose years in the Navy included time as a SK1 storekeeper on the USS Abraham Lincoln, where she helped with procurement of food and other essentials for the crew. Recognizing that Susie was lots of fun, had an infectious laugh and loved to throw a good party, the ship’s leadership put her on a team charged with keeping up morale, a task she truly enjoyed. Susie died a few years ago, which is sad on many levels. The Abraham Lincoln could certainly use a Susie today. So, in fact, could we.

Seminaries have long taught that growing churches focus on mission more than maintenance and that the more churches focus on mission the more they will grow. I understand what they are saying and focus on mission as much as I can. I also understand that you can’t be on the go all the time. Without being renewed by things like worship, fellowship, study and prayer, and without ever taking a sabbath – or a bit of liberty – the ability of a congregation to fulfill their mission is at risk. Like a small cutter and large carrier, our limiting factor is food. We need to be fed in order to feed others. We spend most of our time in motion. There are times, when we just need to be still, to be renewed, to recharge our batteries, and reconnect with God.

When the first ship I talked about left Panama, it was headed home. On the way, however, we got a message that a hurricane was headed to the gulf coast and we might be diverted to offer assistance. In the end, we weren't needed. If we had been, however, the crew would have been ready, in part because they had those few moments of rest. We don't know what is coming our way. We need to be ready. Perhaps, in the last weeks of summer, the best way to do that is to rest and recharge. Liberty. Liberty. Liberty. Imagine what it would be like to hear those words. If you heard them, what would you do next?
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