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Out of the Boat or In the Boat - Focused on the Great I AM
INTRODUCTION - More than Jesus walking on the water...

If you have the kind of Bible that has section headings and notes, and you open it up to this portion of Matthew 14, you’ll probably discover that at the beginning of this section it says something like, “Jesus Walks on the Water”.  And of course that makes sense, given that Jesus is the key figure of the New Testament, the one we call “Lord”, and - you know- how many people have you ever met who can walk on water?  (No, we’re not counting the people who walk or ski or snowshoe across frozen lakes in the wintertime.)  But, if you think this is only a story about Jesus walking on the water, it’s easy to speed-read pass this as you think to yourself or say to another, “Well, I know I can’t do that, so we might as well move on!”

Remembering for the moment that we are almost always way more like the disciples than we are similar to Jesus, it makes sense to look at the other people in the story - the ones who are being battered around in their boat by a storm as they seek to cross the Sea of Galilee... the ones who are terrified and believe they are seeing a ghost when they see Jesus coming toward them, the one - in particular - who says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water”... the same one who gets out of the boat when the Lord bids him “Come”... the same one who notices the wind and freaks out and begins to sink.

So I want to focus more on the disciples than on Jesus.

SITUATION - Daily life:  Going out and coming in

Specifically, I am interested in the interaction between Peter and the boat, between Peter and Jesus, between Peter and the wind.  Notice that Peter is the only one of the twelve who says to the Lord, “If it’s really you, tell me to come to you.”  And it’s only Peter who steps out of the boat and starts walking on the water.  Maybe that was because it was Peter and he was a little full of himself at times, or maybe that was because - on average - only a little over 8% of the people are really willing to put their faith on the line and be truly “all in’ when it comes to trusting in God.  Maybe the other 91.667% of us prefer to hedge our bets.

Anyway, here is what I know:

This life of faith has a rhythm to it.  It’s not about staying at home praying all the time.  And it’s not about serving others 100% of the time, either.  It’s a combination of both of those.  It’s a going out and a coming in, from the time you are old enough to go to school until the time that you cannot get out of your bed anymore.  

In this sense, the boat is perhaps a metaphor for refuge or your dining room or church or all of the above - that place where you are fed and renewed, that place where you find rest from the trials and challenges of being a human being, or - maybe more accurately - a human “do-ing.”  And if you’ve been on this planet for a while, you know that God isn’t calling you to just hang out 24/7 in this holy refuge, perfecting your prayers.  No.  To every single one of us in the boat, God bids us, “Come.  Okay, you’ve had some time to  be restored.  Now get out of the boat, and do the work that I have given you to do.”

So that is Part I:  In our daily life, there is a getting out of the boat and a coming back into the boat, and both are essential in the life of faith.

COMPLICATION - The clamor for your attention

And that brings me to Part II:  There are many, many things clamoring for your attention!  Among them are your children and perhaps your parents and siblings and friends, too.  There are somewhat natural fears and irrational fears and super-trumped-up fears clamoring for your attention. There is political news and biased news and now something called fake news.  There are great books and great music and lousy books and not-so-great music.  There are plays and art museums and the health of your automobile and the state of your finances and the status of your employment and Rockies games and Broncos games and “America’s Got Talent” and text messages and emails and Instagram and Facebook and all kinds of things clamoring for your attention.

And in the background, there is a Lord who is not necessarily in the summer thunderstorm or in the California earthquake or in the flood or in the blizzard or in the strong wind or in the crashing waves or in the devastating forest fire or in the rock concert.  He is not necessarily among the loudest political voices, either.  No, the Lord is much more likely to be in the “sheer silence” - the kind of Silence that Elijah encountered at the entrance to the cave, after he fled to the country when he thought that he was the only faithful person left in all of Israel.  We are told that Elijah saw and heard all the big stuff, but that the Lord was not in those things.  The Lord - the voice of the Lord - came to him out of the sheer silence.  “What are you doing here, Elijah?”

Similarly, it was after Jesus reached out his hand and caught Peter when he was sinking and cried out for help... it was when Jesus got back into the boat with Peter... that the wind ceased.

Yes, one of the tricky things about this life of faith is that God - very often - is not the loudest voice.  Far from it! God does not tend to be the one wearing the loudest clothes, strutting his stuff, with a PA system.  God, to my knowledge, doesn’t even have a Facebook or an Instagram account!

And all these others forces in the world - some of them forces for good, some of them forces for evil. and some of them, truth be told, being rather neutral forces - all of them are trying to get our attention.  It’s as if all of them are trying to photo-bomb the picture on the screen that is your life.  And God is not anywhere in your field of vision.  

And yet God is there - in the sheer silence, walking toward your boat, walking alongside of you when you go out for your daily walk, somewhere in the car with you when you leave to go pick up the children.  God is waiting to say to you, as Jesus said to the disciples, “Take heart.  I AM.  Don’t be afraid.”  Yes, that’s right.  The words that he said when he was approaching the disciples when they were out on the lake, translated as “It is I”, were literally “I AM.”  I AM wants to come to you.  The great I AM wants to guide you.  And his voice, his presence - is often drowned out.

This little story of Peter getting out of the boat, after Jesus said “Come”, is perhaps one of the simplest and best stories to illustrate this principle:  What you focus on expands. 

Notice that Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.  Then we are told that he noticed the strong wind, became frightened, and began to sink.  He shifted what he focused on, from Jesus to the wind - and he began to sink.  The cool part is that he didn’t forget that Jesus was there.  He cried out, “Lord, save me!”  And Jesus was right there.

What you focus on expands.

GOOD NEWS - It’s never you alone against the world

Here’s the good news:  It’s never you alone against the world.  It may feel that way at times, but it is never so.  God, the Lord of all, hears and responds to all who call upon him - whether you are calling out in the dead of night, in a moment of sheer terror, in a moment of pure joy or gratitude, in a moment where you are seeking guidance, in a moment when you are sinking and at the end of your rope.

And there’s more.  You’ll notice that Elijah thought he was the only faithful one left in all of Israel.  But Elijah was wrong.  He couldn’t see what God saw.  Truth be told, Elijah was not only running for his life, he was also burned out.  Like Peter when he took his eyes off of Jesus, Elijah forgot that he had Yahweh on his side.  Soon after his victory over 450 prophets of Baal, Elijah fled for his life after Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah that she would kill him.  (1 Kings 19:2)  After ending up at the cave on the side of Mt. Horeb, he had the interaction with the Lord that we heard again today.  And at the end of it, the Lord says to Elijah, “Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.” (1 Kings 19:18)

Elijah was not alone in his faithfulness to the Lord.  Neither was Peter.  Neither were the twelve.  Neither are we.  There are millions of people who get up each day and who are listening for God’s voice, asking how they can serve, determined to love, determined to make a difference in the reign of God.  We can’t always see them, but they are there... in the same way that God is there.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Be like Simon Peter

On this day, we remember that we are not only called to love as Jesus loved us; we are also called to have the courage and the faith to get out of the boat, just as Peter did.  There are going to be plenty of times where you and I say the equivalent of “Lord, if it is you, command me to come.”  And the Lord says to us, as simply as succinctly as the Lord said it to Peter, “Come.”  

At that moment, it is time to get out of the boat.  We step out in faith, trusting that God is there, and doing our very best to keep our ears in tune with God’s voice, and our eyes peeled for any sign that God is with us.

There is always more power... more guidance... ... more peace... more love available to us than we think there is.  Rather than focusing on all that is wrong... rather than focusing on our fears... rather than imagining the worst possible scenarios that could play out, we are to call out to the One who is right there, just out of the picture frame.

“Lord, save me!”  Jesus immediately reaches out his hand and catches you.  Jesus immediately reaches out his hand and catches me.  And the next thing you know, you are back in the boat, and the storm is over.

CONCLUSION

I’d like us to finish up with Psalm 121 today.  I love the way that this Psalm begins, and I love the way that it ends.  Let’s read it, shall we?

I life up my eyes to the hills; 


from where is my help to come?

My help comes from the Lord,


the maker of heaven and earth.

He will not let your foot be moved


and he who watches over you will not fall asleep.

Behold, he who keeps watch over Israel


shall neither slumber nor sleep;

The Lord himself watches over you;


the Lord is your shade at your right hand,

So that the sun shall not strike you by day,


nor the moon by night.

The Lord shall preserve you from all evil;


it is he who shall keep you safe.

The Lord shall watch over your going out and your coming in,


from this time forth for evermore.

(from The Book of Common Prayer, p. 779)


