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	Our scripture lesson is often regarded to be a favorite among many preachers and church members.  Some have called it Jesus’ stilling of the storm while others have referred to it as the account of Peter walking on the water.  This morning, we’re going to concentrate on the first half of the story, when Jesus walks upon the waves to come to his disciples, while next week, we’re going to look at the second half- when Peter attempts to walk upon the sea and come to Jesus. However, before we analyze the specifics, we need to understand what has preceded it.  Jesus had just performed one of his greatest miracles, the feeding of the 5000 on the hillside overlooking Capernaum.  When people realize what it is he had just done, they sense that a great opportunity lies within their grasp.  They reason that if he could multiply a few fish and loaves of bread to feed five thousand persons, he could just as easily multiply a few men into a great army and eventually overthrow the yoke of Roman oppression.  And so they attempted to seize him and make him their king.
But as we often saw with Jesus, he had no interest in wanting to be a political or military savior.  In fact, his kingdom seemed to be anything BUT political.  What a contrast to what we witness here in Iowa every four years where in order to become President, a candidate must be consumed with his or her own ambition.  Too often, they must be willing to sacrifice their personal principles and most deeply-held convictions in order to become the next occupant of our nation’s highest office.   Well despite the huge temptation it posed for Jesus, he wanted no part of it and neither did he want his disciples to support such a move.  If ANYTHING could jeopardize his mission THAT would be it.  Therefore, in the strongest possible words, Jesus "compels" his disciples to get in the boat and to start rowing across the lake.  To insulate them from such ambitions, he has them get as fast and as far away from that crowd as he possibly can.  Thus, eighteen hundred years before Lord Acton made famous his maxim, “Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” Jesus was ALREADY aware of the dangers of power, especially ABSOLUTE power and its corruptive influence.
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But Jesus himself did not plan to go with them.  Instead, he withdrew into one of the many hills surrounding the Sea of Galilee to be alone with his Heavenly Father.  He knew the difference between the will of the crowd and the will of God, that the only coronation he would face would involve not a crown of gold but a crown of thorns.  The temptation to exchange death by crucifixion--the most horrible death imaginable in the ancient world--for a life of comfort and royal splendor was no doubt a REAL one for him.  Therefore, in the face of such temptation, he found it necessary to remove himself from the scene, to isolate himself from his disciples, and to sequester himself with God so that he might remain focused on his priorities and await his next set of instructions.  Meanwhile, we learn that the twelve were trying to make their way across the Sea of Galilee.  Obviously, they were disappointed and confused, wondering how Jesus could have ever rejected such an offer.  After all, wasn’t that why he came in the FIRST place, to be a great KING like David or a new DELIVERER like Moses once was.  Then when was he going to begin ACTING like one, they had to be asking themselves.
As night descended over the lake, conditions worsened.  These were seasoned fishermen and they were well aware of just how unpredictable the weather could become.  Though they’d grown up on that sea and knew every tide, every swell, every danger that the sea possibly posed, they could not recall ever being out on that lake when the winds were that strong and the waves that high and the night sky so black.  After a number of hours, they had gotten no more than halfway across with another three miles to go.  Not only had their progress stalled in the face of those gale-like winds, but with little hope of swimming to land, they were convinced that their boat was about to sink and that they would all drown together.

But all was not lost.  In Mark's account, he provides us with this bit of information: "And he (Jesus) saw that they were distressed in rowing, for the wind was against them."  This is a very significant point for it says the entire time Jesus was high up on that hillside, communing privately with his Heavenly Father, he kept an eye on his disciples- observing their progress and monitoring their distress.  As they struggled alone across that sea, never were they out of his sight.  Where those in the boat could not see Jesus, Jesus, from his vantage point high over the Sea of Galilee, could see THEM!  
But Jesus doesn’t just observe them, he ACTS on what he sees; after sensing their distress, he immediately hurries to do something about it.  Therefore, we are told that in the fourth watch of the night, Jesus came to them.  That Jesus comes to his disciples in the “fourth watch” is another significant piece of information.  The Jews divided the night into four watches, each consisting of three hours each.  The first watch commenced at six and continued until nine; the second watch lasted from nine to twelve; the third watch from twelve to three; and the fourth watch went from three o’clock to six o’clock in the morning.  The word “watch” came from the practice of placing sentinels or “watchmen” around the camp or in towns or cities to watch or guard them, and during the course of the night, they would be relieved at each three hour interval.  The FOURTH watch is significant because it was considered to be the darkest part of the night.  It was then--in the fourth watch--that Jesus came to his disciples- when the night was at its darkest and the winds were at their strongest, when the waves were at their highest and their fears were at their deepest.  It was the hour in which their faith was depleted and all hope was gone, when they were most convinced they were alone and going to perish.  Thus, on that night, his disciples were faced with three major obstacles.  First, they had headed straight into a sudden squall where the winds were at their fiercest and the waves were at their highest; second, it was the fourth watch, the darkest part of the night; and third, Jesus was not with them- they were out there on that sea all alone with no avenue of help or escape available to them.  Their despair had to have been total!
But Jesus, who had sent them out into those tempest-tossed waters in the first place, was not going to abandon them.  He makes a bee-line straight towards them, walking upon the waves in order to reach them.  When the disciples see him, they mistake him for a ghost, thinking he might be one of those water spirits who inhabits the sea’s depths and who has come to drag them back down to the bottom.  It was inconceivable to them that the apparition coming toward them could have been Jesus for they knew he was safely back on shore, and even if he COULD hear their cries, they knew there wasn’t anything he could have done to save them.  No, they were doomed and they knew it.  All they COULD do in their despair was cry out in sheer terror.  But that cry of distress was all the invitation Jesus needed to respond to their plight.  As Jesus arrives, he speaks to them the same words of assurance he had spoken so MANY times in the past during moments of great crisis, “Take heart, it is I; have no fear.”  
Well, that’s the story as I best understand it and I ask what lessons can it have for us this morning?  I will say that it is NOT asking us to believe that Jesus can defy the laws of nature and walk upon water.  Rather, it IS asking us to know that there is one who is present for us in the fiercest of storms and in the darkest of nights, one who will never allow us to sink beneath the waves- not now, not EVER.  We learn from this story that though we might never see him, he does indeed see US, that he invariably knows where we are and what our situation is far better than we OURSELVES ever could.  The fact is that we can NEVER escape his loving gaze REGARDLESS how dark or dire the situation may become.  What’s more, he doesn’t just observe us from a distance but he acts on our behalf.  He comes to us in our times of need, even when all hope seems lost and our faith feels depleted.  Nothing can impede or obstruct his advance- neither the strongest winds nor highest waves nor darkest of nights can keep him from coming to our aid.  And when he DOES come, it is often when we least expect him, dispelling our fears and comforting us with his words of peace.
Of course, this is a rather bold promise that we extract from this lesson.  My question to you this morning is this: Can we TRUST it?  How can we know with any assurance that Christ sees us amid the darkness and the waves?  How can we confidently assert that he cares for us enough to come to us when we need him, and that he CAN confer upon us a peace deeper and wider than any of our fears?  Amid all the bad news in our country over the past couple of weeks, I recently saw a feature on the NBC Nightly News that made me stand up and rejoice.  A large group of church youth from Washington State was visiting the beach when two of the boys in the water suddenly found themselves in trouble.  One was rescued while the other was caught in a deadly rip tide that dragged him under.  It took about 10 minutes before the surf rescue team arrived on scene.  Twenty-plus kids from the youth group sobbed uncontrollably and prayed on the sand during the search.  It was then at least another 15 minutes or so before the rescue team spotted the young man and were able to grab him and pull him aboard a jet ski.  Once on shore, they spent another 10 minutes trying to revive him.  Nobody thought he was alive.  Still, the crew, hoping against hope, continued to work on him.  Once they got to the hospital, they were surprised to find the young man had a weak pulse and that he was breathing.  Subsequently, he was air-lifted to a Portland, Oregon hospital for treatment.  After being put in a drug-induced coma for a couple days, he woke up, and a day or two later, they were able to remove his breathing tube.  Not only is he now breathing fine but he has no problems speaking.  This boy was clinically dead for close to half an hour and now he is alive and well and doing just fine.  The doctors are calling it nothing short of a miracle. 
Here is what we might say is an example of Christ coming to the aid of a young man sinking beneath the waves.  All hope seemed gone for him and yet Christ reached out, took his hand, and placed him firmly and securely back on solid ground.  Until the day he dies a SECOND AND LAST time, every breath he takes will now include praise for God for coming to his rescue and saving him from those deep and perilous waters.  But is this ALWAYS the case?  You and I know that for every miracle, there are a hundred that AREN’T- there are countless instances where the victim dies or is maimed for life and we just credit it as a terrible tragedy.  That’s when we find ourselves wondering where was Christ THEN, walking atop the waves to help such persons?  We find ourselves asking whether we really CAN trust Jesus’ promise to always be there for us when we call out to him.
Two weeks ago was the 66th anniversary of the sinking of the U.S.S. Indianapolis. It was greatest single loss of life at sea in the history of the U.S. Navy.  She was on route to Okinawa when she came under attack by a Japanese submarine.  She caught two of her torpedoes and within twelve minutes, one of the largest battleships in the U.S. fleet slipped beneath the waves.  Three hundred of the crew out of almost twelve hundred seamen died in the sinking leaving the other nine hundred--with few lifeboats and many without life vests--to float in the water and await rescue.  Unfortunately, the rescue never came as the Navy had never received any information regarding her attack.  Four days later, her wreckage was discovered and ships were sent to rescue the sailors, but not before six hundred of the remaining nine hundred survivors perished due to exposure, a lack of food and water, and worst of all- shark attacks.  Where was Jesus walking across the seas, coming to the rescue of THESE men?  If we can question why Jesus never came for THEM, how can we ever have the confidence that he will come for US when WE most need his help? 
Or how about Waterloo’s own five Sullivan brothers.  Eight days after the sinking of their ship- the U.S.S. Juneau, ten survivors were found by a search aircraft and retrieved from the water.  They reported that three of the brothers went down with the ship, a fourth drowned the next day, and the fifth survived for five days before being driven insane with grief at the loss of his brothers.  He went over the side of his raft never to be seen or heard from again.  Where was Jesus with his hand reached out to any of THEM?  AGAIN, I ask: Is this morning’s lesson just a fanciful tale for us to take some measure of comfort in during times of personal crisis or does it describe a spiritual reality concerning the faithfulness of God we can stake our very lives on?  The answer to that question will mean all the difference in the world to us!
Well, what MY faith has led ME to believe is that Jesus doesn't still the storm on the sea so much as he stills the tempest deep WITHIN OUR SOULS.  Instead of the winds and waves, he calms our hearts and our minds so that outward circumstances never have to overwhelm or control us.  He lets us know that we don't have to be afraid, that so long as he is present to us and knows our situation, we CAN have peace.  For you see, the storm "within" is ALWAYS greater than the storm "without" and that is why his word of comfort to the troubled heart is always a greater consolation than stilling the storms that so frequently threaten us.  Just having him with us at our side when we find ourselves overwhelmed is the ONLY response he ever promises us for it is the only support we will ever NEED.  He HIMSELF becomes the solution to every one of our crises; he HIMSELF is the answer to every one of our problems.  As Jesus himself said, “If God be for us, then who can possibly be against us!”  Therefore he comes to us again and again and STILL again and he never STOPS coming.  If there is peace in our hearts, then we never have to panic or lose hope in the face of distress and adversity, and that includes death.  With Christ at our side, we soon discover we never have to fear ANYTHING—not even DYING--ever again!

You see, the fourth watch symbolizes more than just a three hour period in the middle of the night, it represents the darkest periods of our lives.  It signifies every one of those times when our dreams were shattered and our hopes became drained and our resources dried up.  Every one of us has lived through the fourth watch- those terrifying moments when we felt alone and out of control as though buffeted on an angry sea with the winds of fortune and the waves of circumstance threatening to capsize us and drive us under.  It's the fourth watch when the doctor gives you the word that you have cancer or that a parent, or a husband or wife has developed Alzheimer’s Disease.  It's the fourth watch when you see your retirement savings disappear due to a sinking economy.  It's the fourth watch when a drunk driver plows straight into your car and leaves you or your loved one paralyzed from the waist down.  It's the fourth watch when your husband leaves you for another woman.  It's the fourth watch when your son is arrested for cocaine distribution.  It's the fourth watch when you're laid off from your job of twenty-five years and are considered too old to be hired by someone else.
Well the GOOD NEWS is that Jesus comes to us in the fourth watch and so in those times we find ourselves overwhelmed by chaotic circumstances, we never have to give up or surrender faith or lose hope.  We never have to capitulate to fear or despair or depression for Christ's response is always immediate.  He walks over the waters of crisis and tragedy towards us to remind us of his love and abiding presence, and those same words of consolation that he gave to his struggling disciples- "Take heart, it is I; have no fear," are the SAME words he offers to US this morning. 
I close my sermon by saying how earlier in Matthew’s gospel, a SIMILAR event to what had occurred here in chapter 14 had already taken place in chapter 8.  Jesus and his disciples were in a SIMILAR boat when a SIMILAR storm arose on the very SAME sea.  We are told that it grew SO turbulent that the craft began to take on water from the high waves and eventually was in danger of sinking.  Jesus, however, remained oblivious to it all, asleep in the bow.  In their distress, the disciples hurriedly woke him, saying, “Save us, Lord: we are perishing” but Jesus’ response to them was, “Why are you afraid, O men of little faith?”  He then got up and rebuked the winds and the sea and there was a great calm.  He was trying to help them see that so long as he was with them, they had nothing to fear, that his mere presence was sufficient enough for them.  He wanted them to know that regardless of how high the waves or how fierce the winds or how dark the night, his personal presence--his unconditional love and commitment to them--was all they would ever need to overcome ANY situation, ANY threat, no matter HOW great!
Now, a few chapters later, the same scene has virtually been REPEATED, except THIS time, Jesus is OUTSIDE the boat instead of WITHIN it.  Jesus seems to be testing them here.  He wants them to learn that TRUE faith is the ability to trust even when he is not INSIDE the boat with them.  The fact is he is there with them ALL THE SAME for even when his disciples can’t see HIM, HE maintains a careful, watchful eye on THEM!  He never ONCE lets them out of his sight!  And at the first indication that something is wrong, he abandons his place of prayer overlooking that roiling sea and ventures forth upon it that he might get to them straightway and calm their fears.  Thus TRUE faith is trusting that he is here WITH us and FOR us even when we can’t see or hear or feel his presence, when all we have to go on is his word of promise that he will never leave or forsake us, when all we can do is hold onto his claim that he will always be there at our side when we most need him.  Only such faith as THIS will ever allow US to discover how his words to his disciples, “Do not fear” still have the same power, the same force to calm OUR hearts and allay OUR fears TODAY even as they did two thousand years ago.  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, imprint this picture of Jesus coming to the aid of his disciples firmly upon our hearts and minds this morning so that we might never forget it.  May we know that we know that we know that you watch over us as a hen cares for her brood, and that you promise to never leave our side- EVER!  In his name we pray.  Amen.
