10 Pentecost
August 9, 2020

In the name of the God of all Creation,
The God alive in each of us as God was alive in Jesus,
And the power of God known in the Spirit.
Amen.

During my childhood, since the time | was an infant, my family vacationed on the coast of North
Carolina. My youngest years were spent visiting my grandparents on their farm alongside the
Neuse River. Later, we stayed in Beaufort, a pre-Revolutionary War town that my ancestors
helped settle. As the family grew, and we spent more time on the beach, my family rented a
house in nearby Morehead City.

The house we rented in Morehead City faced the Intracoastal Waterway very near the bridge
across to Bogue Bank, one of the barrier islands. It was like living in a bay front house on
Avenida Menendez just south of downtown St. Augustine ... except that the bridge in Morehead
City is about three times the length of the Bridge of Lions.

Well, when | was about 12 years old my father rented a small dinghy from a marina on Bogue
Bank. | don’t remember how we got the dinghy across Bogue Sound to the house, but | will
never forget how we got it back to the marina at the end of our vacation. My younger brother,
Kirk, and | were given the assignment to row the dinghy to the marina ... and then walk back to
our rental house across the bridge.

We procrastinated for a few days, so it was the last afternoon of our vacation when we were
held to account and started rowing. But Kirk ... 11 ... and me ... 12 ... were not really a good
rowing team. No matter how much | yelled at Kirk, he would not pull his oar at the same time
as | did ... and with the same strength. We ended up heading one way ... then another ... with
each stroke of the oars. Plus, the tide was going out which left us fighting a heavy northbound
current pulling us towards the bridge, as we were trying to head east across Bogue Sound.
Then, just as we broke free of the main current a line squall appeared ... the kind you can see
coming across the water ... and when it finally hits it is so heavy you are essential blinded by the
rain. Kirk and | were anxious to begin with. But now we were scared ... really scared ... and
soaking wet ... a wet that even in the summer heat made us feel cold.

Shouting at each other ... and lots of tears ... didn’t seem to make things better. While we were
bailing rainwater out of the dinghy ... now low in the water ... a motorboat came by, slowed
down, and offered to tow us to the marina. As | reached for the bow line to throw to the other
boat, Kirk inexplicably shouted back, “Thanks, but we’re okay.” He then turned to start bailing
again, accidentally knocking an oar overboard. Desperately he reached for the oar, and the
boat capsized, throwing us both into the water. For a brief moment, | thought it was the end ...
until | realized we were sitting on top of a sandbar and the water was only a couple of feet
deep.



As the rain began to let up, one of the two men in the motorboat got out onto the sandbar and
help us get the dinghy upright. By the time we got to the marina the sun was shining again, and
after Kirk and | walked across the bridge and arrived at the rental house we were once again
laughing and horsing around with each other. However, | don’t think we have ever talked
about that afternoon since.

| imagine that the disciples in that boat probably had some of the same anxiety and fear that
Kirk and | felt in that dinghy. | also imagine that many of you are feeling anxious and at least
apprehensive about our situation in the world today ... the COVID-19 pandemic ... our economy
in horrible shape ... a difficult presidential election looming. We live in a nation divided about
almost everything including whether to wear a mask ... the opening of schools, or not ... and
coming to terms with a long history of systemic racism and white privilege.

That doesn’t include the anxiety about our own personal and family issues ... health ...
relationships ... money ... and more. Sometimes it really feels like we are in the midst of a storm
... being battered by the waves coming from all direction. Frightened ... anxious ... and no help
on the horizon.

For the disciples of Jesus, there was help on the horizon ... Jesus came walking on the water.
Now, there are probably as many explanations for the Miracle of Walking on Water as there are
preachers in our churches. Some take it at face value and declare that it is an actual “miracle”
... a phenomenon outside of what most people accept as natural laws. As such, this “miracle”
becomes one more example of Jesus’ divinity as the son of God.

Others explain it by saying that in the storm and waves the disciples were really a lot closer to
land than they thought ... much like me and Kirk on that underwater sandbar. That Jesus was
actually wading in shallow water, and when Peter jumped out of the boat he happened to jump
out on the wrong side of the boat ... right into a deeper portion of the Sea of Galilee.

And then there is the joke that Jesus just knew where the stones were under the water. In
West Virginia | traveled some back-country dirt roads that crossed small rivers. Knowing where
the ford of the river was ... the shallow crossing point ... was part of the adventure. | have seen
some vehicles that misgauged the crossing and got stuck in the deeper mud one side or the
other of the ford. Kind of like Peter jumping out of the boat.

I’'m not going to try to explain the story. Maybe it was simply a “miracle.” Perhaps it was in
shallow water, or Jesus just knew where to walk to get to the boat. As you have heard me say
many times ... I'm not so much interested in whether the story really happened, but how do |
know this story to be true in my life today. Just because it didn’t happen, doesn’t mean it isn’t
true.

Let’s look at the context in which the author of Matthew’s gospel places this story. Jesus had
been healing the sick, giving sight to the blind, making the lame walk ... and then he started
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teaching in parables. After this section on parables in Matthew’s gospel, the author tells us that
Jesus returned to his home town of Nazareth where he was met with awe by some, and
skepticism by others ... “He did not do many deeds of power there because of their unbelief.”

It was while he was in Nazareth that he got word that his friend and mentor ... the one who had
baptized him ... John the Baptist ... had been beheaded by Herod. John had made the mistake
of telling truth to power.

| wonder if you or | can imagine what Jesus must have been feeling about his ministry at this
particular time? He had brought healing to lots of people ... bringing them from a state of
brokenness to wholeness. He had taught an unconventional wisdom and had started
meaningful conversations that led to seeing the world differently. But when he had gone to his
hometown he had been confronted with those who were skeptical of the man who had grown
up in their midst. Nazareth was a relatively small village. Archeologists have discovered one
main well that could have served a few hundred people at most. So Jesus would have been
known by many, if not all, of the people. They knew his mother and father, his sisters and
brothers. | can hear the skeptics saying, “Just who does he think he is?”

Then, while still pondering the response of the doubters Jesus got word of John’s beheading.
My guess is that the news threw Jesus for a loop. Grief, anger, confusion all mixed with
uncertainty. Not only had John been his mentor, but Jesus was following in his footsteps as he
confronted the power structures of the Temple and the Roman government. He must have
been thinking, “Where is this going to lead?”

So, it was time for Jesus to find a place by himself for some prayer. Jesus got in a boat with his
disciples to go “to a deserted place by himself.” However, those around his hometown who
saw something special in Jesus followed him along the shoreline, and when he got out of the
boat and saw the crowds he had “compassion” for them. That is when we heard the story
about the Feeding of the Five Thousand. That was last week.

This week’s Gospel reading immediately follows the story of the Feeding of the Five Thousand.
Jesus finally was able to get off by himself. After everyone had had been fed, he sent the
disciples out in the boat, dismissed the crowds, and went up the mountain to pray. And early in
the morning, after a night of solitude, soul searching, and prayer Jesus left the mountain to find
his disciples. That is when we hear about Jesus walking on water as they were fighting the wind
and being battered by the waves.

Many of you know that Caren and | have done a lot of work in conflict transformation within
congregations and nonprofits. We started out working with Episcopal churches in the Diocese
of Ohio, but soon were consulting with churches in a number of different denominations. Our
training was in a system which looks at the way people interact with each other, especially in
times of anxiety. Self-differentiated and emotionally mature persons tend to handle anxiety
well, and when there is anxiety throughout a system ... almost always the case when there is
conflict ... a non-anxious person can reduce the total anxiety. Most of the time our job was to
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be a non-anxious presence in the midst of the congregation’s anxiety ... to calm the waters so to
speak ... then to find those self-differentiated and emotionally mature persons in the
congregational system and coach them in being non-anxious leaders, and finally to give the
congregation a direction out of their conflict.

This is where | know the Miracle of Walking on Water to be true in my life ... even if it never
happened the way Matthew tells the story. If ever there was a self-differentiated and
emotionally mature person ... Jesus was certainly it. But even people like Jesus have
experiences where “life happens.” Jesus had received a conflicted response in his hometown,
and then he learned that John was killed. He needed time to sort all this out, so he decided to
go on retreat. But, remember, his disciples were with him in Nazareth, and they heard the
news of John’s death as well, and | imagine that they, too, were anxious. That anxiety shows in
their response to the 5,000 they were asked to feed. And that anxiety is symbolized by the
wind and the waves while they were in the boat.

Jesus ... the self-differentiated one ... the emotionally mature one ... knew he had to sort things
out for himself. He needed to “reboot.” He needed to be in touch with that divine presence of
God that was alive in him ... so he went up a mountain to pray.

The disciples, in the meantime, were battered by anxiety ... and the wind and the waves. In the
midst of their anxiety they see the non-anxious one ... Jesus ... walking on that which symbolizes
the anxiety. Jesus is above the anxiety, not in it. Moreover, impetuous Peter wanted to be just
like Jesus ... so much so that it made him even more anxious. Jesus invited Peter to join him on

top of the waves, and Peter jumped out of the boat. However, Peter immediately sank into the
sea.

Why? Peter was still looking for something outside of himself to save him, rather than to
identify that part of him that was divine and nurture it the way Jesus nurtured his divinity.

I’'m really not sure that any of this makes sense to others, but it does to me. Itis not an
explanation of Jesus walking on the water. Rather it is about how | know this story to be true in
my own life. All too often | find myself in an anxious situation ... and, yes, | do become anxious
at times ... | think you know that. But | have learned that | do best when | take time to “retreat”
... even if it is for just a moment ... and work at being non-anxious.

Taking seriously what Jesus took seriously is not just about mimicking his actions ... it is about
one’s heart and soul. Jesus worked at living in the image of his God. The God that was alive in
Jesus is also alive in each of us. When we are surrounded by anxiety from outside sources ...
such as the world’s events ... or, when we live with the anxiety that our own choices have led to
... the only real way out is to find a source of peace within. Jesus found that peace by accessing
his relationship with the divine power of God. If we are to take seriously what Jesus took
seriously then we will do the same.



| cannot change the events of the world, but | can control my response to them. And although |
cannot control other’s anxiety, | can control my response to the anxiety in those around me.

| know, that in spite of all my faults, | am a beloved child of God ... made in the image of the
divine ... and that the divine presence of God that was available to Jesus is also available to me
.. IF ... and this is a big IF ... IF | am willing to work at it ... IF | am willing to take time to retreat ...
to pray ... to find that holy and sacred source of life and love within me ... that divine presence.
Sometimes it only take a few moments ... sometimes it may takes days or weeks or months or
even years. In the end | may not walk on water, but at least | will be closer to being a non-
anxious presence in the midst of the wind and the waves of anxiety around me. And | will be
closer to living in the image of God in which | was made.

| believe that this is as true for you as it is for me ... and as it was for Jesus.

Amen.



