Sermon for 13th Sunday after Pentecost

Lectionary 19--Proper 14

August 10, 2008 

Texts:  1 Kings 19:9-18; Psalm 85:8-13; Romans 10:5-15; Matthew 14:22-33
Because of God’s action during the age of the glaciers,
Tens of thousands of years ago,

Most of us in northern New England

Don’t live very far from a body of water.

As the glaciers retreated,

Their force dug into the granite surface 
Carving out valleys and depressions in the earth.

As the ice melted, 

Those depressions filled with water,
Forming the rivers, ponds and lakes

That dominate so much of our landscape.   

Here in summer, particularly,

Most of us spend at least some of our time,

In, on or near the water.  

The name of one of the social groups at church: “Lutherans on Water.”
Reflects our affinity for all kinds of water activities.

Despite the name, there are only one or two participants

Who actually think they can walk on water!
Most of us who spend any time in or near the water

If not actually on top of it,

Have learned to develop a healthy respect

For its power.

We know that anything from dangerous currents in the ocean,

To suddenly encountering a storm on a lake,
Can put us at risk.
I can only imagine the fear
Faced by those 17 campers, 

Out in kayaks on the White River this past week. 

Perhaps, you read the article in the Valley News.
Young, inexperienced kayakers,

On a river close to flood stage,

In a section that has wicked rapids under normal conditions.

Imagine the terror those campers faced

When they found they couldn’t control their kayaks.

Boats twisting and turning,

As the water churned between the rocks.

In the midst of a whirlpool,

The small kayaks 
Would finally flip over,

Ejecting the children

Into the swirling water.

Heads bobbing up and down,

As the boaters turned swimmers

Struggled to find something to grasp onto.

Miraculously, all of the campers
Managed to swim to shore

Or scramble onto a rock.
I can only imagine

That these young people

Now have more than a healthy respect

For the power of water.  

If you have spent any time on the water

In a kayak or a canoe,

I’ll bet that you have your own stories

Of a close encounter 

Caused by the mixing of water and weather.  

Even on a small pond like Messer Pond, where I live,

If the wind picks up and bounces off the hills,

It can quickly become impossible 

To navigate in a kayak.  

The disciples had been sent out onto Sea of Galilee

In a boat about twice as long
And perhaps two or three times as wide as one of our kayaks.  

And the Sea of Galilee is a whole lot bigger
Than Messer Pond or even Lake Mascoma,

Perhaps more comparable in water area to Lake Sunapee 

Or even Lake Winnipesaukee.

After the feeding of the 5000,

Jesus sent the disciples out ahead of him,

So that he could finally have his alone time

Praying to his Father,
About the death of his cousin John the Baptist.

This meant that the disciples,

Were out in the center of the Sea of Galilee,

In the middle of the night,

Far from land, in a small boat,

When the weather turned.

It’s no wonder when the disciples

Saw Jesus walking toward them,

Across the waves,

That they thought they were seeing a ghost.

Perhaps they thought that their time had come,

And that the ghost was going to carry the souls

Of their drowned bodies into the next world.  

Jesus, who wanted to calm them,
Said “Have Courage,”
Followed by the words “I am” or “It’s me.”

Now this “I am” term is used in the Bible 

Only to describe the one who is divine.
God uses it with Moses and with Elijah

To reveal the Godself.  
These words to the disciples,

Who knew the stories of the Hebrew Scriptures,
Were a signal to them.

These words and the vision of Jesus walking on water

Undoubtedly helped the disciples to realize

That the one they were following,

Was more than a mere human teacher.

Jesus went on to say FEAR NOT,

Which are the words always used in the Bible in scary situations,

When fear the only reasonable human response.

And then Peter,

Who somehow manages to combine
Bumbling and insight into one human form,

Calls out,
Yo, Lord, if it’s really you,

Command me to come out to you.

Now what was he thinking?
It wasn’t scary enough for him to be in a small boat in a storm,

He wants to be on the very surface of the water in the storm?
Jesus replies with a single word,

The command COME!

Peter climbs out of the boat

And actually begins walking on the water.

When the reality of what he is doing hits him,

Fear catches hold of him.

I imagine that his fear at this point,

Was something like that of the campers 

Bobbing up and down in the White River last week.

When Peter becomes fearful,

He begins to sink.
Jesus doesn’t abandon him,

Or let him flounder for a while.
Jesus’ action is to IMMEDIATELY pick him up.
Only after he is safe,

Does Jesus ask him why he doubted,

And then completes the rescue by delivering him back to the boat.

The rest of the disciples
Are probably standing there with their mouths open,

Cowering with both fear and astonishment.
They had seen not just Jesus walking on water,

But Peter also.

They had heard the holy words

“I am”

Spoken by Jesus.

And then they witnessed Jesus doing an in-the-water rescue

In the midst of a raging storm.

The icing on the cake was the silencing of the storm

Right after Jesus and Peter climbed back into the boat.

I wonder what Peter felt like,

Standing there dripping wet,

In a boat now resting in perfectly calm water.

He had gone through the roller coaster of emotions
Associated with fearing that would die in the boat in the storm,

To seeing the ghost, who was actually Jesus,

To walking on water,

To nearly drowning again,

And then finally being rescued by Jesus,

Whom his friends were now worshipping

And declaring to be the Son of God.  

The one thing that he could be sure of
Was that his Lord did not abandon him

Even when he tested Jesus

And then feared the consequences.  

Jesus had picked his sorry body right out the water

And rescued him.  

And how about us, all those times

When we, too, are filled with fear and doubt?  

Those times when it seems as if we have been abandoned.

Or those times when we have been angry at God,

Or even doubted if God really existed.

How about the night when you laid awake worrying

About where one of your teenagers was,

Only to hear the phone ring at midnight.

Or the endless night that you sat beside a sick bed

Praying about the outcome for a loved one.

Or the time you left the cemetery

Questioning how a just God

Could have let this person die.  

Or when you were consumed

With doubt and concern

About one of your loved ones

Fighting somewhere in the world on foreign soil.

Or the time when anger, hurt and depression

Threatened to pull you into a morass

From which escape was all but impossible.

At these times in each of our lives

We can feel like Peter

Sinking beneath the surface of the waves

With flailing arms and gasping breath.
And then in some way or other,

The “I am” comes to us,

In voice or action or mediated through another person.

This Bible story about Peter and the “I am” helps us understand

That Jesus’ first action for us, also
Is to pull us up above the surface 

Of the tumultuous waves of life,

Giving us a chance to breathe and look around.

In our days of anger, worry, fear and depression,

Jesus is not standing there as a judge,

But rather as a lifeguard,

Pulling us to safety first,

And then challenging us to confront our fears and doubts.

We know that this is so,

Because Jesus himself experienced these same emotions

On the cross,

When he challenged God

With the words from Psalm 22, 

My God, my God why have your forsaken me?

In his death and resurrection,

Jesus confronted and conquered fear, death and anger,

Once and for all.  

The human Jesus who experienced fear and then died just as we do,

Is the same Jesus who is there 

To accompany you in those hours 

When you feel yourself sinking beneath the waves.

Your challenges, your anger and your fears

Are met by the “I am” with the strong arm

Who pulls you up above the surface of the water

And delivers you safely back into your boat.
And proceeds to calm the storm around you.  

At those times of indescribable fear,

It’s OK to go ahead and give voice to your worries,
And even your anger,

To challenge God with words like just Peter did

God if you are really there..., 
But then wait for those strong arms, 

Which will surely come to lift you up,

And pull you to safety.  

Amen
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