SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                              9-25-11.
                                    ‘LEARNING TO WALK ON WATER’

                                                                                                                      Matt.14:22-23.

My friends as we read through the gospel stories it is pretty apparent that it really was not the custom of Jesus to go about walking on water.

When he wanted to cross a river or a lake his normal practice was to get into a boat. His walking was usually limited to walking on the ground like we do, but here in this story that we read together this morning in Matthew’s gospel we have the exception., for here is the story of the night when Jesus walked on the storm driven waves of Galilee.
Some of his disciples were out there on the lake in a boat, fearing for their lives, many furlongs from land, beaten by the waves and the strong wind against them.

As Jesus approached them they cried out in fear, but Jesus said:

‘Take heart, it is I do not be afraid.’

A miracle, we may say. Yes, perhaps, and surely so in the sense that a miraculous event is simply one which we do not understand.

Dictionary definition:

 Miracle: an occurrence which cannot be explained by processes known to the observer.

So Jesus walked on water.

Of course, we don’t understand how he did that. But then we don’t have to. I know for myself that my small mind is simply not big enough to comprehend all of this, so here we have a miracle, walking on water!
But this morning I would like us to look at miracles of another kind, a far more important kind.

I want to talk about life, our lives, for there are miracles there also, miracles of a spiritual and moral and personal kind.

For example, as Paul wrote: ‘the wages of sin is death.’ (Rom.6:23). And this is a fact, it is cause and effect, a law of justice that all of us must reckon with. But as Paul goes on to say: ‘the free gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord,’ and this is forgiveness, it is the grace of God. It is the operation of a higher law, the law of love. This is a miracle, this giant leap from death to life, from dying to living, it is a miracle of transformation and redemption, and so it qualifies as being a miracle.
 And I believe it so qualifies because I believe that there is absolutely no one who fully understands how it happens and all the dynamics that bring it about.
And my friends there are miracles of other kinds which all of us have seen in the lives of God’s people in our everyday living.

Have we not all seen someone stricken, smitten, painfully mauled by circumstance, and yet buoyed up when we were unable to see what could possibly be holding them up and helping through this time? I know that I have seen it over and over again.

I have seen people buffeted and bruised, suffering losses beyond words, in the throws of disappointment, heartache and sorrow, and yet somehow held up, sustained when there was no visible means of support. And I’ve said to myself, ‘how can they do that?’
All that I was able to see surrounding them was the turbulent storm, but there in the midst of it they stood straight and tall, standing on a footing that I could not see.

I have witnessed victory standing tall in the presence of defeat, joy walking in the company of sorrow, triumph emerging out of tragedy. And seeing all of this I have been reminded of a word of Moses, a word spoken as he was giving his farewell message to his people before he climbed into the summits of Mt. Nebo. He said: ‘the eternal God is your dwelling place and underneath are the everlasting arms.’ (Deut.33:27).
My friends I hope that we never forget that all around may be uncertainty and darkness, that the sea may rage and be turbulent with fierce storm winds that blow, but underneath there is the miracle of something, supporting, upholding and sustaining.

I’m talking with you about walking on water, about staying on top, when there is so much down there which is trying to engulf us and pull us under, and I firmly believe today that the secret of walking on water is to have a faith that overcomes fear.

In Matthew’s wonderful account, there was another besides Jesus who walked on water, or at least tried to, Simon Peter.
Peter saw Jesus coming toward their boat and got so excited and in his excitement he decided, ‘I want to walk on the water too!’ So he called out to Jesus, ‘Lord if it is you, bid me come to you on the water!’
And Jesus said: ‘Come!’

And so Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water and came to Jesus, but then when he saw the wind, he was afraid and so he started to sink and cried out, ‘Lord save me!’

And then as Jesus stretched out his hand to Peter he said to him: 
‘Oh man of little faith, why did you doubt?’

My friends in these lives of ours there will often be much to fill us with fear and doubt, unless we are able to look past the immediate circumstance and see something beyond.
On the seas where we must voyage, there are many contrary winds that blow, many storms that rage, many perils that threaten, that’s life!

It comes equipped with a built in element of struggle, and not to accept this is to reject the very character of life itself.

We must not give up on living just because the storm is around us and the wind is in our face. We need to go on even when the going is not easy.

My friends if we make up our minds to do everything we can to avoid storms, then under no circumstances would we ever try to gather roses.

We feel beauty at the risk of feeling pain, and if we are not going to sink simply because a storm has come up then we must keep our vision in focus on something beyond it.

As Jesus approached them that night, that boatload of disciples believed that they were seeing a ghost. But Jesus reassured them, ‘it is I do not be afraid!’
The time having arrived for him to say his little speech, the wee boy stood on the big platform before the assembled audience, and he was utterly petrified. Hesitant and with his fear rising with every passing moment, he was unable to remember what he was supposed to say. Finally out came this: ‘It’s me and I’m scared to death.’

Well, something went wrong, didn’t it? Obviously standing there in the presence of all these people, the wee boy was totally taken over by what he conceived to be his own predicament.

He was so consumed by it that he was utterly and completely paralyzed.

Had he kept his focus on what he was supposed to do he would have been alright. But he got to thinking about where he was, about all the people and that became all that he could see.

My friends a similar thing often happens to us. Failing to hear Jesus as he says: ‘It is I.’ our awareness turns in another direction and we say: ‘It’s me, and I’m scared to death!’ and just about the time that we begin to say that we begin to sink. 
You see lest we be engulfed, lest we go under and be overcome, we must learn the art of walking on water!

And we can, and many have.

We all know such people, don’t we? People who have had more than a fair share of trouble to undo them, but they have not been undone. People who have come through more than enough storms to take anyone down, but they haven’t gone down, they have stayed on top, for they have been able to see beyond the dark and beyond the storm to hear the voice that says, ‘Come.’

If all that we see, if all that we look at are the waves, then we are goners.

But if we look to the Lord, then salvation is there.

Many of us make the same mistake that Peter did, we focus on the present storm and we become afraid and sink.

But there are others of us, and thank God for them, who seem to walk through life on lighter feet. They move through situation and circumstance with a certain optimistic hopefulness, a mood which seems to say that today is not the end, that the ‘best is yet to be!’
Let’s call it a spirit of buoyancy and those who have it seem to be able to walk up to every situation carrying a victory with them as they come.

I’ve always loved the story of the Irish farmer who personified this kind of spirit. He was considered by his neighbors to be not very bright and so when he decided to build a stone wall around his field which was 3 feet high and four feet wide one of his neighbors teased him and asked: ‘Aren’t afraid that a strong wind will blow you wall over?’ To which he replied, ‘then by faith and begorra if that happens, my wall will be taller than it was before!’
My friends it is hard to defeat a man like that. There’s victory built into a person like that. He may sometimes experience defeat, but he will always be a winner.
The word circumstance is a word that is well-filled with meaning for our life. Stance means to stand and circum means around, circumstance then is that which stands around us. In all of our living we are in the presence of our circumstances, sometimes pleasant, easy and agreeable and sometimes not so. 

Often we hear the phrase ‘under the circumstances.’

It often some sort of excuse for not doing something which we know we probably ought to do.

The circumstances are there, always, all about us. 

The question is: are we under them or on top of them?

Do they engulf us, imprison us, shackle us, and enslave us?

Or do we rise above them?

Usually we do not create them, often we cannot change them. But we can refuse to be overcome by them.

We too can be water walkers, buoyed and borne up, for after all it is the victorious Christ who calls out to us across the stormy sea saying: ‘Come, come unto me.’

He stands triumphant; he has proved himself in the storm. He was put down but he did not go under, he was dead yet he lives.
And across the winds that blow and the storms that rage, if we listen we can hear his voice speaking still: ‘take heart it is I do not be afraid.’

And across the winds that blow and the storms that rage, we can hear him say: ‘Come, come unto me.’

And keeping our eyes on him, we can do it!

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                       AMEN.
