
The mystery of the fields
As longtime readers of this feature will recognize, I tend to do a lot of driving in my life.
Well, a couple of weeks ago, I was driving through a rural area, when I was confronted by a
mystery.

Most of us are fans of puzzles and mysteries. As a teenager, I would read multiple volumes
of mysteries a week. I grew up watching Perry Mason on television, read almost all of
Agatha Christie's books, and watched every cop show that came on the TV. I'm still into it --
one of my favorite TV shows (one of the few I watch) is CSI -- every week at least one
mystery for me to attempt to figure out.

Well, in real life, the mysteries are a little less complicated -- they're mysteries like "Where
did all the money go this month?" or "Why is it every time I put all of my socks into the
washer, one gets lost." But every once in a while, you get something that grabs hold of your
brain and won't quite let go, until you've thought it through.

There I was, driving through this rural area, and I came across a fence that had paper
plates affixed to it at regular intervals. A half mile later, another fence, with empty plastic
jugs, at the same regular interval. A half mile later, paper plates again.

The oddity of it struck me. I was stumped. A few years ago, I was driving through Wyoming,
and saw old tires, also at regular intervals, hanging on a fence. I had never forgotten those
old tires, but at the time, they just amused me -- they didn't rise to the level of mystery.

I contemplated the mystery for another five or ten miles, before it finally occurred to me --
the plates, jugs, and tires were all targets used by a farmer to keep his or her furrows
straight, or to mark where the crops were planted.

It was the regularity of it that got me thinking -- few things in life are regular -- and the
pattern interested me.

For the next 20 miles or so, I thought about the targets -- and how targets and goals are so
important in our lives.

Targets -- goals to shoot for -- help us keep on track. Just as the targets the farmer put on
the fence, our goals help us keep straight and true.

I'm reminded of a quote from Robert Shuller: "I'd rather attempt to do something and fail
than to attempt to do nothing and succeed."

Another way to look at this is the old adage: "It's better to shoot at something and miss
it, than to shoot at nothing, and hit it."
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If you seem to lack direction at times, it's likely because you've lost your target.

If you wander a bit too much, you've most likely taken your eyes off your goal.

If you can't tell whether you're even proceeding in the right direction, it's likely you don't
know what direction to move in.

While I'm on driving stories, some years ago, (a lot of years ago) I would pride myself on
my "flexibility." I'd get in the car, pack up my camera, and drive somewhere -- anywhere --
just to see where I'd turn up.  At the time, I thought it was an amusing adventure -- but
years later, I see it was mostly a waste of time.

Truth be told, I always did better when I actually sat down, planned out where I was going,
and set off with a goal in mind. Sure, there were times where a marvelous event would
occur, and plans would change -- a spectacular scene, wildlife on the way, or a new
adventure uncovered on the route -- but most of the time, my "planned" destination was the
one I was likely to arrive at.

It sure seems stupid to drive for hundreds of miles, with no idea where I'm going to wind up
-- and looking back, it mostly was. Oddly enough, though, most of the people in this world
live their lives like I used to travel -- with no destination, no goals, no targets -- they just
wander through whatever life brings their way.

These wandering people occasionally achieve something in their lives -- but never do they
achieve as often or as surely as those few who plan out a destination, determine a set of
goals to reach that destination, and then put their plan into practice.

It may be true, as Tolkien wrote, that "Not all who wander are lost," but it's also true, as
Seneca noted, that "When a man does not know what harbor he is making for, no
wind is the right wind."

In the end, there is only one mystery in our little story -- why do so few people use targets
and goals in their lives, choosing to sail wherever the wind blows, never hitting a target,
because there is no target to hit?

Finally -- a mystery that we can't possibly solve.
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