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Genesis 37:1-4, 12-18, Psalm 105, Romans 10:5-15, Matthew 14:22-33

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


J.K. Johnston in a book entitled Why Christians Sin tells the following tale, “A story is told about a small town that had historically been “dry”.  Then a local business man decided to build a tavern.  A group of Christians from a local church(obviously not Episcopalians) were concerned and planned an all-night prayer meeting to ask God to intervene.  It just so happened that shortly thereafter lightening struck the bar and it burned to the ground.


The owner of the bar sued the church, claiming that the prayers of the congregations were responsible.  But the church hired an attorney to argue in court that they were not responsible.  The presiding judge, after his initial review of the case stated,”No matter how this case comes out, one thing is clear.  The tavern owner believes in prayer, and the Christians do not.”


Today’s scriptures, it seems to me are all about belief and trust in God in the face of improbable odds.  Joseph, in what has been called  the “coat of many colors” 
story, is sold into slavery by his own brothers.  There are a wealth of sermons about parental favoritism, sibling rivalry, and deceit within this story from Genesis.  In fact when he is sold as a slave in Egypt, I imagine Joseph thought his chances of survival were pretty slim.  Yet God rescues Joseph, eventually making him second in command in Egypt and saving Joseph’s family from famine.    Joseph is a living example of what the apostle Paul means when he states in today’s reading from Romans, “All who call on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  


And then in our gospel reading we have the famous “walking on water” passage from Matthew.   Just prior to this passage after the feeding of the multitude, Jesus dismisses the crowd and continues to search for a deserted place to be alone.  He sends  the disciples ahead in the boat while he goes up the mountain by himself to pray.   As night falls , a gale blows down the Jordan Valley creating a strong wind with battering waves that keeps the disciples from reaching their destination.   Early in the morning they are terrified when they see Jesus walking towards them across the water.  Jesus speaks to them hoping to reassure them.  Peter impetuously says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the 

water.”  Just as Jesus gives his followers power to do what he himself does, Jesus calls Peter to come out to him.  As long as Peter’s attention is focused on Jesus, he is able to walk across the waves.  But as soon as Peter notices the storm, he begins to sink.  Peter calls on the name of the Lord, and Jesus reaches out to him in compassion and teaching him at the same time about Peter’s lack of trust.  


To some this “ water walking” miracle seems the least credible of all the nature miracles Jesus was said to have performed.  There is no “great cause” to be accomplished by it.   No overwhelmingly compassionate reason is offered– such as the necessity of curing a leper or raising the dead.  In addition this incident has spawned thousands of religious jokes over the last two millennia.  But one wonders what really lay behind this case of Jesus doing the spectacular?  The event obviously made a deep impression on the early faith community; otherwise it would have been left out, along with some of the other more “spectacular” things that the noncanonical gospels claimed Jesus did.


So what might we learn from this “water walking” miracle from Matthew? Perhaps as boat-leaving people of  faith, we learn faith by doing faith. We also learn faith by being willing to look foolish or even risking failure.  And thirdly, as boat-leaving people of faith, we learn faith when we know we have the unfailing support of God and God’s family.


As people of faith, when we are willing to hop out of the boat or even reluctantly step out of the boat, and take a step of faith, that’s when we learn that we can begin to walk on water.  Or in order to learn more about faith, we have to do something.  Let me give you a few examples... When you called me as your first female rector, that was a step of faith, a step out of the boat of the way it had always been.  And most of us would agree that faith step of trust has worked out with a good match between my gifts and talents and what Trinity needed in a priest.   Learning to use our spiritual gifts also takes a faith step.   Studying the Bible for example, might feel very intimidating at first because most adults are aware of how much they don’t know.  In fact fear of looking stupid or uneducated is the primary reason that most adult Christians do not join a group Bible study.  Yet if you talk to the people who have been faithfully out of the boat studying the Bible in the Wed. morning or evening groups, each of them will tell you that persistence pays off.  “ All who call on the Lord will be saved,” says St. Paul.  One of the ways to get out of the boat is to faithfully take a step.  It does not matter which area you volunteer in, the important thing is to take that step of faith.


Secondly, Matthew’s gospel story about walking on water reminds us that in order to learn faith, we must risk failure or even looking foolish.   Even though the gospel story doesn’t include it, I am sure that the other disciples pointed out to Peter how foolish he had been to jump out of the boat.  Can’t you hear them saying, “What were you thinking, Peter?  It’s a good thing that Jesus was there.”   Or even some other less diplomatic teasing at Peter’s expense.   Some of my non-believing  friends thought I had lost my mind for example, when I quit teaching to go to seminary.  As unbelievable as it might seem, I resigned my job before I even had my first interviews in the ordination process.  I was willing to take a step way out of the boat, even if it had meant failure.   


Another more humorous example occurred when I did my first internship in a parish in Anaheim.  While I was there, the parish began a Spanish language service.   As there were no lay eucharistic ministers, I was the LEM each week for about six months, even though my Spanish was rather limited.  The first Sunday about five minutes into the service, I realized that I was going to have to read the lessons in Spanish with no practice.   To say the least, I butchered them.  It was so bad that the people in the congregation volunteered to read after that.   I was a complete failure at reading Spanish but God used that to raise up native speakers.  And by the time my intern year was finished, I was able to understand almost everything and reply occasionally in Spanish.  In order to learn faith we have to be willing to fail or at least look foolish.


And thirdly in order to learn faith we have to trust that God and/or the community of faith will support us.  We come to deep faith, and grow in deep faith, by sacrificing the unlived life of the boat for the high seas of Gospel adventure.  But we never do so perfectly.  Either we try to get “too far, too fast” and overstep our selves reaching for superiority or we simply fall prey to being “of little faith.”  We “notice the strong wind,” rather than Jesus, and we begin to lose our footing.  Focusing on the problem, not the solution, we sink.   Who of us has not been, or is not now, somewhere out on the waves?  In our moment of need, a hand reaches down through the gale and the high seas–the hand of Jesus clasps us.   That hand might be in the form of a phone call from a Christian friend, reading exactly the right book at the right time, or a scripture that pulls us out of deep water and back into the boat.   Christianity is not a “lone ranger” faith.  We need each other.  When we are down and can not pray, our close Christian friends can cradle us in their prayers.    When our friends are celebrating, we can not help but be delighted for them.   That is why within the Baptismal service there is the question to the congregation, “Will you who witness these vows do all in your power to support this person in his life in Christ?”   I hear stories and receive e-mails all the time that have the evidence of Christian’s support for and trust in each other and their God.   The Bible is the story of God’s interaction with God’s people.  And embedded in the fabric of  their stories  and their struggles to find God is the promise that God can be trusted and that God’s promises are real and forever. 


Author and lecturer Leo Buscaglia once talked about a contest he was asked to judge.  The purpose of the contest was to find the most caring child.  The winner was a four-year-old child, whose next door neighbor was an elderly gentleman, who had recently lost his wife.  Upon seeing the man cry, the little boy went into the old gentleman’s yard, climbed onto his lap, and just sat there.  When his mother asked him what he had said to the neighbor, the little boy just said, “Nothing, I just helped him cry.”


 Today’s scriptures urge us to trust in God with our heart, soul and mind.  In our gospel story from Matthew we find practical walking lessons to deepen our faith.  As out of the boat people we learn faith by doing faith.  To learn deeper faith we must take the risk of failure, and we must trust that we have God’s support and that of our community of faith.   For as St. Paul reminds us “All who call on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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