10th August 2008

Time to Get Out of the Boat?
Readings:

(Rom 10:5-15)

Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the law: "The man who does these things will live by them." But the righteousness that is by faith says: "Do not say in your heart, 'Who will ascend into heaven?'" (that is, to bring Christ down) "or 'Who will descend into the deep?'" (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? "The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart," that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, "Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame." For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" 
(Mat 14:22-33)

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it. During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. "It's a ghost," they said, and cried out in fear. But Jesus immediately said to them: "Take courage! It is I. Don't be afraid." "Lord, if it's you," Peter replied, "tell me to come to you on the water." "Come," he said. Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, "Lord, save me!" Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. "You of little faith," he said, "why did you doubt?" And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God." 
********************
I watched the opening ceremony of the Olympics this week. I think my mind had been cluttered during the run-up to the games by the truly necessary debates about how China is ruled and how it acts in the world.  I had not quite got hold of the actual purpose of the games.  It needed the spectacle of that great event to open my eyes afresh to the reality of the games themselves.

And that is what we find in the Gospel reading today:  disciples, with some idea of who they were accompanying, but not realising it until a great event occurs.  It is a story of prayer and recognition. It is a story of a boat journey of Olympic proportion.  It is a story about getting out of the boat.

So, let’s go through the story again from the viewpoint of one of the participants.  And let’s start during the run-up to the big event so that we get the big picture…..

We were all thrown when we heard that John the Baptist had been beheaded, just to please Herod’s fancy woman (see Matt 14:9-13). But Jesus took it really to heart.  John was his cousin after all.  Looking back on it later we worked out that it must have made him think about his own destiny, how he, too, was to die young at the hands of others.  No surprise, then, that he wanted some time alone. His only hope of some peace was if he took a boat across the lake, alone, and found somewhere quiet to pray.  So that’s what he did.
Any peace he got was short lived. Word got out, the crowds found him, and we set off to join him. All those people. They were drawn by the stories of the miracles that Jesus had performed, but they were really looking at him as someone who could lead them to freedom from the Romans, someone who could make Israel great again.  As disciples of Jesus we were starting to see something more than that, but that something was so incredible that we just didn’t trust ourselves to be right about it!
Despite all that must have been going through his mind, Jesus took compassion on that crowd.  He healed their sick and he fed them. I’ll never forget the way that those few fish and loves of bread fed over five thousand of them.  It was only after they’d been healed and fed that he sent them away again.  And that healing and feeding of the masses was even more proof to us that he really was the Son of God. We knew it in our hearts, but we couldn’t quite say it to him.  

He sent us away too, and we didn’t like leaving him. It was good of him to let us use the boat, but that meant he’d have to walk.  But it was what he wanted. His chance to do what he’d first set out in that boat to do, his chance to go up on the high ground and spend time in prayer.   
Looking back, we knew that this was Jesus, the Son of God, spending time with his Father, reflecting on what had gone before, perhaps seeking strength and guidance for what lay ahead, staying there in prayer as the day drew to a close. 
Meantime, using the boat didn’t prove to be such a good idea. The wind was picking up, blowing right against us and it was heavy going - the wind pushing up the waves. It wasn’t like a full storm, but it was persistent and it took everything that we had to make any progress.  It was sometime before dawn when I reckoned that we were up to two miles out. We’d been rowing through the night, fighting against the wind and the waves.  I’d plenty of experience out in boats, but I’d never been that tired, right to the bones.  I was wet, I was cold and I was getting scared.  Call me superstitious, but when the others reminded me about the evil spirits that lived out on the lake I got plain jittery. With that and the wind, I wasn’t sure if we were going to make it - none of us were.
It still wasn’t properly light when it happened.  I’ve never been as scared in all my life.  All that talk about evil spirits and then this apparition walking towards us over the water!  We were absolutely terrified.  Some of the guys screamed.  I was just incapable of action, frozen with fear. 
"Take courage! It is I. Don't be afraid."

Easy for him to say, standing there on the water as if that were normal.

But, it was wonderful to hear his voice. I knew we’d be safe as soon I heard him.  There was an authority in his voice that seemed to say that he had supreme power over all of creation, the good and the evil.
Peter, being Peter and a touch impetuous, took Jesus literally when he said Take courage! Don’t be afraid!   Peter, brave and unafraid and up for anything with Jesus, asked to try the water-walking thing himself.  Jesus just said ‘Come’. No encouraging words or anything like that. Just ‘Come’.

So off he goes. A complete non-swimmer. Stepping out on to the water with not even an oar to hang on to, while we struggle to keep the boat afloat and try to point it into the wind so that we won’t get swamped.
I guess Peter was pretty focused on Jesus then, because he just kept on walking towards him, well away from us.  
It was then that Peter made his mistake. Well, his second mistake if you count getting out of the boat in the first place. He looked around.  He saw what the wind was doing to the water. He took his eyes off Jesus and remembered just how dangerous this place was.   
His fear overcame him and down he went. He was floundering and if it hadn’t have been for Jesus he’d have drowned. Peter managed to splutter "Lord, save me!" and Jesus was straight there, taking his hand. Next thing he’s helping Peter back into the boat and climbing in himself. And as soon as he’s aboard the wind stops, just like that.  

Like I said earlier, we’d been starting to recognise who Jesus was.  But even after all the healings, even after the thing with the fish and the bread, we’d not had the courage to say it out loud. But now, we saw. When Jesus spoke to Peter, his words could have been for us all when he said "You of little faith. Why did you doubt?"

We’d had the evidence in front of us all the time, but we just hadn’t quite trusted our own conclusion. But now it all made sense. This man. This man who said he’d make us fishers of men. This man we’d shared all this time with.  This man who’d spoken of such wonderful things.  This man who’d done such wonderful things.  Things out of this world.  This man who, without a word, just by being there in our boat, made the sea calm. This man who called himself the Son of Man. This was much more than just a man. This was truly the Son of God. 

Just floating out there on the Sea of Galilee, the sun coming up, we knew who he was and we told him and we bowed before him and we worshipped him and …and I can’t begin to tell you how wonderful that time was. …. 
Today, two thousand years later, we can sense from stories like that just what it might have been like to have walked with Jesus back then, whether on dry land or on water! 

We can begin to sympathise with Peter when asked:   "You of little faith, why did you doubt?"  But that’s not a question we should seek to distance ourselves from, because we all share Peter’s experience. It wasn’t that Peter didn’t have faith in Jesus. Everything went really well as long as Peter remained focused on him. He walked on the water. But then the world around distracted him.  He heard the wind and looked at the waves and took his eyes off Jesus. He focused on the world and it nearly killed him. Have you ever felt like that? Walking with Jesus one moment, up to your neck in it the next? It happens so easily when the temptations of world distract us and we begin to doubt, or even just forget, that Jesus is Lord of all creation.
But, remember what Peter did next.  He saw that he was going under so he called out to Jesus.  And Jesus was there. Immediately.  Rescuing him and helping Peter to find his focus again in Jesus, not the world.  As St Paul reminds us (in Romans Chapter 10): "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  That’s a promise that we can hold to always.  It’s the promise that helps us to come to faith in the first place and it’s the promise that guarantees restoration whenever we get distracted and need rescuing from the world or, sometimes, from ourselves.
So, Jesus rescued Peter, as he rescues us all, but they still had to get back to the boat. We don’t know how they did that, but I reckon it’s a fair guess that, as soon as his focus had returned to Jesus, Peter found himself able to walk on the water again. 
Yet, how did Peter even find himself out there in the first place? How did he end up walking on the water? Was it just faith or was there something else too? 
Peter wanted to believe that he could do it. He wanted to believe that, with Jesus, anything is possible.  But he also wanted the reassurance of knowing that Jesus wanted him to get out of the boat. 
Many of us can be in that situation. I was in a similar one when I was being prompted to get out of the boat of a rewarding RAF career and, if not to walk on water, to venture onto the slippery ground of  offering myself for full-time ordained ministry. 
Peter had the faith to seek instructions from Jesus. “Lord, if it's you," Peter replied, "tell me to come to you on the water." Today, we’d call that a prayer. “Lord, if it's you, tell me to come to you on the water."  - a prayer seeking instruction for something specific. The youngsters led a morning service in Bures a few weeks back.  They talked about prayer and the importance of knowing what it is you are asking for. Be specific, they said. 
Peter was specific and Jesus answered. "Come," he said. “Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus”. Obedient action. One word was enough. “Come”. Peter obediently did as he’d been told in answer to his request, and he walked on the water.
And that’s what I had to do. It was fine listening to others who said I should get out of the boat, but it wasn’t  enough.  It needed a simple, specific, prayer. Lord, do you want me to offer for full time ministry, now, even at my age?  It received the same, simple, answer that Peter got: “Come”. And it was obedient action that found me going through the selection process and then into training. 

Peter offers us all a model for when we are being prompted to get out of the boat, a model we can all take home with us.
Focus on Jesus.

Pray for specific instruction.  

Obey when he answers.
Focus on Jesus.

Pray for specific instruction.  

Obey when he answers.

And we can do that with the same confidence that the disciples found early that morning in a boat on the Sea of Galilee, the confidence that allows us to proclaim that Jesus is the Son of God and to bow and worship him, the Lord of all creation.  And with that sort of confidence we can all be Olympic contestants in our discipleship!  
Amen
AW
