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This morning’s sermon is the second of a two-part series involving two connected events that take place in our scripture lesson.  Last week, we saw how Jesus came to his disciples by walking upon the sea amid a turbulent storm to calm their fears; this week, we’re going to see how Peter--the head disciple--now dares to get out of the safety of his boat and come to JESUS.  To briefly recapitulate the story, Jesus has just performed one of his greatest miracles by feeding the five thousand with but a few loaves and fish.  The people are so amazed by this that they plot to seize him and make him their king.  They feel if he can multiply the elements of a simple lunch, he could just as easily multiply a few men into a great army and eventually overthrow the yoke of Roman oppression.  Not wanting his disciples to be tempted by such a move, he instructs them to immediately get into the boat and begin rowing across the sea.  Meanwhile, he heads straight up into the hills overlooking Galilee to spend time in prayer with his Heavenly Father.  Soon afterwards, a sudden storm arises and his disciples find themselves helpless and facing disaster.  It is then, precisely 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, that Jesus comes to them.  Mistaking him at first for a water spirit which had come to drown them, they are both surprised and comforted at discovering it is Jesus coming to SAVE them.  With the command, “Take heart, it is I; have no fear,” he calms the tempest roiling in their souls before he stills the storm that rages all about them.
This brings us to this morning’s lesson.  Here, we learn that Peter is so overwhelmed by his Lord’s sudden appearance that he wants to get out of the boat and go to HIM the same way Jesus had come to THEM- by walking upon the waves.  He says to him, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the water.”  He doesn’t wait for Jesus to come to him, he must go to Jesus.  But why does Peter suggest such a foolhardy thing?  Was it faith?  Was it courage?  Or was he just being reckless?  It has often been suggested that in keeping with Peter's impetuous nature, his purpose for wanting to walk upon those waters was a born out of bravado and a need to prove himself before the others.  The disciples were a very proud and egotistical group and they were continually arguing amongst themselves as to who was greatest disciple and who loved Christ more- ESPECIALLY Peter.  This has often been viewed as an opportunity for him to show the other disciples how great his own faith was and establish himself as the group's leader.  
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But I have a different take on why Peter undertook such an act.  Yes, it was rooted in faith, but a faith that was rooted more in presumption than in trust.  Presumption often passes for faith when in fact it is faith in OURSELVES rather than the call of Christ; it is faith in our OWN wants and wishes and will rather than in what JESUS would have us to do.  More often than not, it is born out of the passion of the moment.  For instance, when I was in college, one week every spring was set aside for what was called “Missionary Emphasis Week.”  We would have a missionary from some exotic place in the world come and speak in chapel during our morning and evening services, sharing the most amazing things of what God was doing in the world.  One year, we had a particularly powerful and persuasive preacher who by the end of the week had most of us ready to lay down our books and head straight out into the missionary fields to begin saving the world for Christ.  However, a week or two after the missionary had left, our passions subsided and we once again resumed our more conventional dreams of being pastors or Christian educators serving local congregations.   
A few years later, I was reading the works of the great Catholic writer Thomas Merton.  I found his spiritual autobiography The Seven Story Mountain, the story of his conversion to Christianity and eventual devotion to Roman Catholicism, to be one of the most inspiring books I had ever read.  In fact, I was SO moved by it that I subsequently gave serious thought to joining the Catholic Church MYSELF and becoming a Trappist monk just like Merton HIMSELF had.  However, when I realized that Protestantism was too deeply ingrained within my own theological DNA to make such a switch, I abandoned the notion and just continued to enjoy his writings.  Believe me, my motives were inspired by real faith and the desire to do something significant for Christ and his kingdom, but they were more emotional fancies than a genuine call from God regarding my life, and I can’t help believe that the same was probably the case with Peter.  It was a high spiritual moment for him- one filled with sudden excitement and intense fervor.  He had earlier witnessed his Lord feed five thousand persons with just a few loaves and fishes, and now he witnessed him braving the winds and waves to reach his disciples to calm their fears.  If JESUS could walk on water, then he wanted to be like Jesus and accomplish the impossible HIMSELF.
What I think CAN be said of Peter is that he was developing the kind of bold and adventurous faith that Christ wanted for ALL his disciples and he had to have been impressed by it.  Therefore Jesus offers the simple command for him to "come."  Peter does not seem to be afraid to take chances with his faith and this had to have delighted him.  TRUE faith looks beyond the reality of the present situation and claims what is invisible to the rational mind and the natural eye.  It is, as it says in Hebrews, "the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen."  Peter looks beyond the tempestuous waves and the hurricane winds and sees only the promise of Jesus.  He knows that if he keeps his eyes focused upon HIM, he will not go under.  Guided by nothing more than the word of Jesus to "come," Peter takes a few baby steps and there, amid the water and the waves, discovers a place to stand.  
But why then does Peter begin to sink?  Because he took his eyes away from Christ and looked at the waves beating around him.  His natural mind got into gear and told him he couldn't do it.  When the sea started to rise around him and he took his first mouthful of water, his faith surrendered to the reality of the situation and his footing began to give way.  He forgot Jesus was there; he forgot his Lord's word of promise to him and so his confidence turned to fear.  In his distress, Peter's cry becomes one of basic survival, "Lord, save me!"

Our text says that Jesus "immediately reached out his hand and caught him."  Jesus seizes him and holds him fast and helps him back into the boat.  The lesson Peter learns is one he has to relearn many times, that when his faith in Christ wavers and even deserts him, Christ's faith in him is still there to sustain him, to lift him above the waves.  Christ's faith is always greater than our own and when all is said and done, it's always his grip around our hand and not ours around his that keeps us afloat.  This truth can't be emphasized strongly enough- that it's Christ's faith, Christ's love, and Christ's commitment towards us and not ours in Christ that is ultimately our salvation and our hope.  Jesus comes for US when we are troubled or lost.  HE, not OUR knowledge, not OUR prowess, not OUR boat, becomes our life raft.  And when we find ourselves sinking beneath the waves, it is JESUS CHRIST who grabs OUR hand and lifts US up to higher ground.  
The testimony of our scripture passage is clear, that when we find ourselves in the fourth watch- when the night is at its darkest and the winds are at their strongest and the waves are at their highest; when our dreams have all been shattered and our hopes dissipated and our resources dried up, we can be so preoccupied with just basic survival that we forget Christ and his word of promise.  From the view from our boat, amidst all the chaos and darkness, we can't see him, we don't know where he is.  Yet, Jesus, from his high vantage-point, never lets us out of his sight.  In the darkest part of the night when we need him most, Jesus comes to us walking on the sea and NOTHING will deter his purpose or obstruct his approach.  
And when he comes, he speaks those words to us he has spoken so many times in the past, "Take heart, it is I; have no fear."  He reminds us not to be afraid, that he is with us and for us and that he understands our situation.  He quiets the storm that rages in our hearts and in this way we don't feel quite so threatened by the tempest that roars in our ears.  Thus, we never need to give up or surrender faith or lose hope for even in those moments we do, when the waters pour over us and we take our first mouthful, he is quick to reach out and grab our hand.  He lifts us up and gives us a place to stand.
This story brought much comfort and strength to the early Christians during the days of their persecution and martyrdom.  Helmut Thielicke, the great German pastor and theologian, tells in one of his sermons that once when the German general Otto Von Bismarck entered the room of a friend, he saw his own picture hanging on the wall.  Apparently it was somewhat forceful and a little larger than life, as many Bismarck portraits are.  The original, however, having confronted this "counterfeit," shook his head.  "Is that the way I'm supposed to look?  That's not me."  He turned around, pointed to a picture on the opposite wall of Peter sinking beneath the waves and said, "There!  THAT is me." 

If we're honest with ourselves this morning, the gospel's picture of Peter and the other disciples is US as well.  All of us find life enough of a struggle, not trying to walk on water, but to just keep our heads above it, especially in such economically rocky times as these.  Like Peter and the disciples, we've all known moments of faith but how much more common is it for us to experience faithlessness and doubt.  Yet, our hope this morning lies in a Christ who sees us when we don't see him, who comes to our aid when we are constantly moving away, who grabs our hand whenever we let go. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]But before we close, there is one MORE truth that may be gleaned from this story that can inspire us the same way it did those early Christians.  The portrayal of Christ walking upon the water to meet his disciples in their boat was a common image back then- one that could be found, for instance, throughout many of the ancient catacombs.  This was because the boat itself was a symbol of the church to them and of her mission to go out into the world.  The boat held the apostles, and symbolically ALL of Christ’s disciples.  In fact, the area of the sanctuary where you are all sitting is called the “nave”- from the Latin “navis” meaning “ship” and from which we get the word “navy.”  To the early Christians, the boat represented the safety and security of Christ’s church as she navigated over a turbulent sea which for them symbolized the world.  Thus, even in times of persecution, when beaten and buffeted by the waves of the world, the church was never completely submerged or defeated by them.  The arrival of Christ to save them made sure of that.  
	But the analogies extend even FURTHER.  For the Early Church, this scene of Peter being asked to venture out upon the waves was FULL of symbolism.  Peter was not just the senior disciple, he also represented for them the HEAD of the church.  He was the chief model of what a true disciple was all about.  In this scene, the FAITH of the church was represented by Peter’s willingness to get out from the safety of that boat and to place his feet upon the uncertain and unsteady foundation offered by that sea.  His mind might have said there was no possible way those waves would ever support him but his faith told him OTHERWISE.  It was a faith that said, “With Jesus ANYTHING was possible!”  The Early Church saw the MISSION of the church represented in Christ’s call for Peter to “come” to him.  The church’s mission is ALWAYS to get OUT of the boat and ONTO the sea with all its uncertainty and insecurity; for Jesus, we belong out on those rocky waters and not within the safety and security of the boat.  They saw the GOAL of the church as represented by CHRIST HIMSELF.  HE was the one we must always be advancing towards; HE must always remain our focus, our primary commitment in life.  And finally, like Peter, the Early church was convinced that regardless of how fierce the winds or how high the waves or how dark the night, they could remain confident and full of courage because they knew that even as Jesus had extended a hand to Peter when he most needed him, they could be confident he would be there for THEM as well.
In reality, this story actually served as a kind of parable for the Early Church.  To them, it was a perfect and complete picture of what their faith and their mission, their goal and their ultimate assurance was all about.  You see, unlike many of us today, they never saw the church as a safe and quiet “harbor” or “haven” from the storms of life.  Rather, they saw Jesus as calling them OUT from the safety and security of the boat and to risk EVERYTHING by coming to him, even as PETER did.  They saw themselves as being sent out by Christ INTO the storm, into the raging tempest, where the winds were at their fiercest and the waves were at their highest and the skies were at their darkest, for it was THERE that REAL lives were lived and REAL ministry needed to be done.  They saw themselves being summoned to ENGAGE the world HEAD ON with all its attending dangers, threats, and problems, and NOT escaping or seeking refuge FROM them.  If ANYTHING, the boat served as a kind of floating hospital, giving people a chance to mend and regain their strength before being sent back out onto the sea once again.  They never intended the church to be a grand piece of architecture where people could fawn over the stained-glass windows or the strains of its historic pipe organ, nor was it ever meant to be a museum where all her past glories were put on display to remind everyone how large and successful they once were.  No, the chaos of the sea on which Christ called Peter to step out onto was for him the TRUE mission field his followers were to go out into.  It was the arena where faith needed to be exercised and where all real ministry was to be done- NOT in the safety and security of the boat itself. 
And where is it that Christ would like us to go but to those same difficult and disturbing places he HIMSELF frequently went.  HE CALLS US TO COMFORT THE LOST AND LONELY even as he dried the tears of a forlorn widow in a forgotten outpost called Nain.  HE CALLS US TO LIFT UP THE WEAK AND THE POWERLESS even as he conferred dignity on a woman who was not only a Samaritan but a SINFUL Samaritan woman at that.  HE CALLS US TO TEND TO THE SICK AND SUFFERING even as he healed the affliction of a hopeless leper, the greatest outcast in the ancient world.  HE CALLS US TO EMBRACE MISFITS AND UNDERDOGS just as he welcomed prostitutes and tax collectors, demoniacs and even the heathen gentiles.  He bids us to follow him into those places that are NOT so pleasant and NOT so desirable- like hospitals and drug rehabs, nursing homes and community jails; into places NOT so safe and clean as many of the homes and tenements, streets and back alleys of our inner cities.  If WE are so bold as to venture out onto the sea with Christ, then here TOO is where we must go if we would be with him!
	And so Jesus calls us to take what we see are risks, for all faith must ENTAIL risk or it is NOT faith.  When he issues us the summons to “COME,” we must be willing to respond to that call REGARDLESS of the dangers involved.  That doesn’t mean we’ll always be successful in all that we do, but we know that we can dare to step out onto those waters fully assured that if we DO start to falter, our Lord will be right there to raise us up and help us back into the boat.  That is what REAL faith is all about.  We must be ready to put aside our fear and live by faith.  For us to heed his call to “come” involves nothing less than a willingness to RISK all by ABANDONING all and then FOLLOWING him wherever he might lead us.  We would do well to heed the words of one of our favorite hymns here at Old First, one that I find says it all and says it best: 	
Jesus calls us o’er the tumult
Of our life’s wild, restless, sea;
Day by day His sweet voice soundeth,
Saying, “Christian, follow Me!”

Jesus calls us! By Thy mercies,
Savior may we hear Thy call,
Give our hearts to Thine obedience,
Serve and love Thee best of all.

Amen and amen.
