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Now some of the people of Jerusalem were saying, “Is not this the man whom they 

are trying to kill? And here he is, speaking openly, but they say nothing to him! 

Can it be that the authorities really know that this is the Messiah? Yet we know 

where this man is from; but when the Messiah comes, no one will know where he 

is from.” Then Jesus cried out as he was teaching in the temple, “You know me, 

and you know where I am from. I have not come on my own. But the one who sent 

me is true, and you do not know him. I know him, because I am from him, and he 

sent me.” Then they tried to arrest him, but no one laid hands on him, because his 

hour had not yet come. Yet many in the crowd believed in him and were saying, 

“When the Messiah comes, will he do more signs than this man has done?” 
  

On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he 

cried out, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in 

me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers 

of living water.’”  

 

 

I want to tell you this morning about a book called The River Why. Even in telling you a great 

deal about this book, I cannot spoil it for you. Should you read it, the humor and depth will 

delight you on every page. The river in the book, the Tamanawis, actually has a series of twists 

and turns and bends that spell out the word “Why.” The question “Why?” also summarizes the 

quest of the book’s young protagonist, Augustine Orviston – “Gus” – whose great loves in life 

are those of water and of fishing.  

  

The themes of water and fishing, of course, resound throughout the life of Jesus and through the 

entirety of the Gospel. We’re well acquainted with the waters of the Sea of Galilee, the waters of 

the Jordan River, the waters of Jesus’ baptism, his quieting the violence of a storm, his walking 

over the waters to the disciples, Pilate washing his hands with water declaring himself to be 

clean of Christ’s blood. In a land where water is so central, it’s no surprise that Jesus taught 

about the waters, telling us to give the cup of cold water to one who thirsts; calling fishermen 

Simon Peter, James and John to follow him, telling them to let out their nets into the deep waters; 

and declaring that there is living water only he can give.  
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Fishing is also a strong and prominent theme in the Gospels. The first disciples Jesus calls are 

those three fisherman and he tells them that he will make them “fishers of people.” He asks what 

parent would give their child a snake if they ask for a fish? He said the Kingdom of God is like a 

net thrown into the sea that catches fish of every kind. He fed the 5,000 by multiplying fish. And 

then there’s that infamous passage in John 21 when, after Jesus has been crucified, Peter says, 

“I’m going fishing!” and takes off for the Sea of Galilee with five other disciples. They strike out 

– nary a bite – their nets are empty – when this man on the shore yells at them to let their nets out 

on the other side of the boat and suddenly the nets are so full that they can’t even pull them in. 

And the “disciple whom Jesus loved” wakes as from a dream and yells “That’s the Lord!” And 

Simon Peter immediately dives overboard and drags the net to the shore where the disciples then 

roast some fish and have breakfast with Jesus.  

  

It is David James Duncan, in this book The River Why, who observes the one small detail in 

John 21 that argues for the authenticity of this amazing event. Duncan notes that when the risen 

Christ appears on the morning shore of the Sea of Galilee and directs his forlorn disciples to this 

famous catch, “we learn that the net contained not ‘a boatload’ of fish, nor ‘about a hundred and 

a half,’ nor ‘over a gross,’ but precisely ‘an hundred and fifty and three.’”  

  

He says, “This is, it seems to me, one of the most remarkable statistics ever computed. Consider 

the circumstances: this is after the Crucifixion and the Resurrection; Jesus is standing on the 

beach newly risen from the dead, and it is only the third time the disciples have seen him since 

the nightmare of Calvary. And yet we learn that in the net there were ‘great fishes’ numbering 

precisely ‘an hundred and fifty and three.’ How was this digit discovered? Mustn’t it have 

happened thus: upon hauling the net to shore, the disciples squatted down by the immense, 

writhing fish pile and started tossing them into a second pile, painstakingly counting ‘one, two, 

three, four, five, six, seven...’ all the way up to an hundred and fifty and three, while the newly 

risen Lord of Creation, the Sustainer of their being, He who died for them and for Whom they 

would gladly die, stood waiting, ignored till the heap of fish was quantified. Such is the 

fisherman’s compulsion toward rudimentary mathematics!”  

  

Thus two of the primary symbols in Duncan’s book, just as in the Gospels, also are those of the 

water and fish. The River Why tells us the tale of Gus Orviston, the recently graduated son of a 

famous fly-fisherman, who is a fishing prodigy and wants nothing more than to fish every 

waking hour of his day. He is like a monk with a vow of poverty and one mission: to keep 

fishing. All other concerns take lower priority. Gus devises his “Life-Quality Balancing System,” 

which is his plan for getting in the absolute maximum number of hours a day fishing.  

  

In order to pursue his passion he moves to an isolated riverside cabin in Oregon with his fishing 

pole Rodney and devises a schedule of fishing 14½ hours a day, making flies, poles and other 

fishing related activities 3½ hours, and sleeping the remaining 6, with the hoped-for outcome of 

fishing 4,000 hours per year. He believes following this precise plan will lead to “optimum 

happiness,” but eventually realizes that his methodology is a miserable failure. It takes a long 

time for Gus to realize something is wrong, including a harrowing adventure with a drowned 

fisherman and some serious sickness.  

  



 

3 

 

Strangely enough, then, this is not actually a book about fishing. This story is of a young man 

whose father is a world-famous fly-fisherman whose mother is an accomplished live-bait 

fisherwoman, who thinks that the prescription for happiness is to fish as many hours a day as 

possible. But it is really a story of spiritual discovery. In this story, fishing becomes a symbol for 

one’s relationship with God. Through the slender line and flexible fishing pole, Gus Orviston 

contacts something alive that he cannot see and cannot name.  

  

When Gus discovers that fishing is not the be-all and end-all of life, and that he’s not going to 

find happiness by optimizing the number of hours he can fish each day, he starts to wonder about 

the WHY of life. When the waters of the great Oregon rivers no longer bring him satisfaction, 

there develops a tremendous thirst in his life for the living waters which Jesus says he can give. 

There’s a big barrier for Gus, though. While he has read the Bible, he’s not been brought up in a 

church. He and his mother both have a deep disdain for what they call the “Witlesses.” The 

“Witlesses” are the Orvistons’ name for those people who come to the door of your home to 

“witness” to their angry God of judgment, retribution and doom, in an attempt to frighten you 

into believing. So Gus has some built-in barriers to any type of religious belief. Nevertheless, 

even Gus Orviston comes to the realization that he is on a spirit-quest, seeking for that one who 

has brought the waters into existence out of the primordial chaos, has brought several thousand 

types of fish to life in order to enrich that existence, and who casts an invisible lure of love into 

our lives in order to set a hook into our souls.  

  

While it is clear that author David James Duncan holds fishermen and women in high regard, it’s 

equally clear that he sees them as incredibly single-minded and dense. What Duncan is saying is 

that all human beings are single-mindedly dense when it comes to recognizing how God is 

knocking on the door of our lives. Gus may have his highly refined “Life-Quality Balancing 

System,” which he believes will bring him unqualified happiness. But if we look in the mirror – 

like Gus – we all have some little prescription that we think will bring us the happiness and 

peace we hope to find.  

  

What’s it going to be? Maybe we dream of some vacation spot – a warm one – away from people 

and distant from work, so that we can simply decompress and relax. Or we harbor the hope that 

we can find some form of work more inwardly rewarding to us. Or we want to be distant from 

people who harass us. Maybe we simply want a different home or a more-expensive car. We all 

have at least some small hope for how our lives will go, although life rarely goes as well as we 

hope. We discover that life isn’t here to serve us or to make us happy. Like young Gus, we 

discover that life is not only disappointing, it can be a tremendous struggle and it can be cruel. 

No “Life-Quality Balancing System” can ever lead us to happiness. And when we realize this, 

and realize that happiness is not a given in life, the moment comes when we also begin to ask 

“Why?”  

  

It’s almost as if the river of Life leads us to that most urgent question: “Why?” “Why am I here? 

Why is my life so messed up? Why do I feel so empty? Why can’t I find love? Why can’t I find 

the recipe for happiness?” There’s an infinite variety of ways in which the question Why haunts 

the waters of our lives.  
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The question “Why?” begins to haunt Gus Orviston, and even the river that he loves so much 

screams out the question at him, embedded as it is in its twists and turns. He confronts the naked 

reality of death, experiences what Soren Kierkegaard described as “The Sickness Unto Death,” 

and discovers his need for other people. He goes on a spirit-quest to the head-waters of the river, 

drinking there from the living waters flowing from an underground spring. Still, even these 

waters do not satisfy him and he’s left dazed and empty.  

  

And then when he least expects it, God touches him. At daybreak, he comes up from the river to 

the road white with frost. He says,  

 

It shone like a strip of moon surface in the early light, running from east to west 

like a horizontal bar of a cross. And then I felt it – a sharp pain in the heart, like a 

hook being set. I whirled around: sunlight struck me full in the face. My eyes 

closed. 

  

And then I saw it – the vertical bar – a line so subtle it must be made of nothing 

nameable. And in ran from my heart of earth and blood, through my head, to the 

sky; ran like a beam of watery light; ran from the changing, flowing forms of the 

world to a realm that light alone could enter. But my pain grew sharper; mad with 

joy, I sank to my knees on the white road. 

  

And I felt the hand, resting like sunlight on my head. And I knew that the line of 

light led not to a realm but to a being, and that the light and the hook were his, 

and that they were made of love alone. My heart was pierced. I began to weep. I 

felt the Ancient One drawing me toward him, coaxing me out of this autumn 

landscape, beckoning me on toward undying joy.  

  

The theme of this series of sermons has been that of finding the faith to launch out into life. 

When the storms of life are raging – as they always are – when the waves are violent and the 

winds are fierce, what is our source of strength that enables us to take one more step, and move 

ahead into life? As Gus Orviston and untold millions of others have found, that river of strength 

and courage is flowing from “the Ancient One,” from God.  

  

The moment when an anxious young John Wesley felt his heart strangely warmed by the 

presence of God’s love could scarcely have been very different. Both Wesley and this young Gus 

Orviston wrestled with their souls, and agonized over why they were here. Both sought a more 

meaningful life than what they had known; both sought the living water and the life that truly is 

worth living. Perhaps that longing is pressing on you and that struggle is going on in your heart 

even now. What the scriptures will tell you, what Wesley would tell you, and what David James 

Duncan is telling you is not to give up the fight.  

  

It’s rare to have a spiritual experience with the power of what is described for Augustine 

Orviston. Yet John Wesley believed that each and every believer can experience the love of God 

in their heart. To experience that love, Wesley believed, removes much of the anxiety of our 

lives and brings us the assurance of eternal life. It is the privilege of every Christian to personally 

know God’s love and so to live life in the confidence of faith.  
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If you dare to wrestle with the question “Why?”, the living water of God’s grace is waiting to 

flow into you, wash you clean, and make you whole. The river of God’s grace is not restricted to 

the banks of the Bible nor to the pages of some book. God’s Spirit is alive and powerful and 

vital, flowing wherever it desires, and God’s Spirit is flowing all around us had we the wit and 

the wisdom to discern it. Wrestle with finding it. And perhaps you, too, will be surprised when 

the Ancient One finds you and pierces your heart as with a hook.  

  

Seven hundred years ago, the mystical Christian writer Meister Eckhart wrote this about God’s 

gracious love:  

 

God lies in wait for us with nothing so much as love, and love is like a 

fisherman’s hook: without it he could never catch a fish, but once the hook is 

taken the fisherman is sure of the fish. Even though the fish twists higher and yon, 

still the fisherman is sure of him. So, too I speak of love: the One who is caught 

by it is held by the strongest of bonds, and yet the stress is pleasant; whoever 

takes this sweet burden upon himself can sweetly bear all that happens; all that 

God inflicts they can take cheerfully.  

  

To hang on this hook is to be so completely captured that feet and hands, and 

mouth and eyes, the heart, and all a person is and has become God’s own. 

Whatever such a person does, who is caught by this hook, love does it, and love 

alone.  

 

And God’s love is the answer to the eternal question of “Why.”  

  

So it is, and was, and always will be.  

  

May we pray? Lord God, may we, too, learn that there is more to life than fishing. Cast your lure 

of love into the troubled waters of our lives. Cause us to thirst after you. Refuse to let us be 

content with the lures which this world throws before us, enticing us to jump and bite upon the 

bait of false happiness. Our hearts are ever-restless until they find their rest in you. Lay your 

hand upon us, and let us know that the line that is set in our hearts will gently draw us to you. In 

Christ’s name we pray. Amen. 

  


