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22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds.  23 And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone,  24 but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land,  for the wind was against them.  25 And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea.  26 But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, “It is a ghost!” And they cried out in fear.  27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” 

28 Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”  29 He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.  30 But when he noticed the strong wind,  he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”  31 Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  32 When they got into the boat, the wind ceased.  33 And those in the boat worshipped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” 
Quite a few of us have grown up with a lesson that I think does more harm than good, at least in the long run: If only you had enough faith, things would work out. I remember a Sunday school teacher using this very Gospel Lesson to teach us that, with more of a threat: Don’t be like Peter; don’t ever doubt even for a moment, or you’ll sink. Now of course telling people not to doubt is like saying, “Don’t think of a purple elephant”—you can’t get it out of your head. And who wouldn’t have a few questions about a story with all those special effects? Practically a “Walk-on-Water Invitational.” But we didn’t dare say anything, because then we’d look just like Peter. So we kept our questions to ourselves and went away thinking that we must not be very good Christians. We were sunk.

But that message isn’t just in a few Sunday schools. It’s all around us. Shelves in bookstores are sagging with self-help and new age books that tell us the same thing: life would be so much better if we just had enough faith, if we just looked at everything the right way. At first that sounds encouraging. The solutions are right here inside us and all we have to do is change our outlook. But there’s a down side. I don’t know about you, but I can’t just change my outlook on command. And that’s not the only problem. What happens when things don’t work out, when life doesn’t get better? Then the message is, “You must not have had enough faith. You didn’t try hard enough. It’s all your fault.” That’s been the escape clause for every charlatan and snake-oil merchant in human history: it didn’t work because you didn’t believe. All the blame falls on you. It’s a convenient way to explain everything, and a fool-proof way to drive yourself to despair.

All I can say to that is, this had better not be the message Jesus came to teach. Don’t get me wrong. There’s nothing wrong with wanting faith. When it isn’t blind, faith can be a very good thing. Think of the all movements for human rights over the past fifty years. Not one of them ever got off the ground that didn’t start out with people believing in their cause against all odds. That took plenty of faith. And while lots of things are not my fault, I have to admit that sometimes things don’t work because I don’t give them a chance to work. I could stand to have more trust. Faith is a wonderful thing to have, when it’s there, and when it’s awake.

But today’s Gospel Lesson isn’t about having enough faith. It’s not about reaching down inside and pushing yourself to believe when maybe you can’t. And it’s not about whether people can really walk on water. It’s about not having to go it alone. It’s about finding God with us just when we think we’ve been abandoned.

Most scholars think this is a story about how early Christians must have felt when their movement got into trouble. Jesus makes the disciples strike out on their own while he takes time for prayer. But in the meantime the disciples start to feel abandoned. Here they are running into all kinds of opposition, and where’s Jesus when you need him? It feels like they’ve been cut off, shoved out of the nest before they’re ready.

We don’t have any problem sympathizing, do we? Over the past two years I’ve gotten to hear story after story of how people found their way here to All Saints, and one of the most common themes is how so many of us have spent a good while feeling cut off—cut off from family and friends, cut off from a church that wasn’t ready for us, sometimes cut off from a faith that could no longer nurture us. I’m not just talking about one group here. It seems that almost every one of us was forced to realize that we couldn’t be the kind of Christians people expected us to be. We didn’t fit the stereotype. Sometimes it was because of who we loved, sometimes it was because we asked too many questions, sometimes it was because in worship we had no sense of God’s presence and were honest enough to admit that. I could go on, but you get the idea. We know what it’s like to feel completely isolated, cut off from every support we had thought we could count on. And we’ve wondered if we’d ever get our bearings again.

Now what kind of God would let that happen? How could God let us feel so alone? How could God shove us out of the nest like that? Well … maybe this is a God who doesn’t want conformity or control. Community, yes, but you can’t have community if everybody’s the same. What if God wants a church where there’s no such thing as a typical Christian? It would mean that to find what we have in common we’d have to strike out on our own—each and every one of us. That can be pretty daunting. There aren’t any maps. Who wouldn’t feel alone? And it turns especially painful when much of the church and much of the world isn’t ready to let us do that. But it just might be that God calls us to do it anyway—especially for the sake of people who aren’t ready for us.

And the good news is that we aren’t really as alone as we think. And furthermore, the final outcome doesn’t depend on us. Picture yourself in that boat with the disciples—alone, confused, maybe a bit seasick, probably resentful. … And there he is. Or at least there somebody is. The disciples are a little uncertain. In fact they try to come up with a natural explanation for what they’re seeing. I know, “It’s a ghost” doesn’t sound much like a natural explanation, but in their day it was. Ghosts were a bit frightening, but they were a handy and familiar way to explain puzzling things—much easier to cope with than, say, God. But we don’t use ghosts to explain things today. When our lives suddenly start looking inexplicably more hopeful we prefer to say, “The Prozac’s finally kicking in” or “Those hours of therapy finally paid off.” And that’s fine, because I suppose Prozac or therapy can be “an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace” just as easily as bread and wine. But people are more than clusters of nerve cells, healing is a process nobody really controls, and God is much more than a ghost. So it’s not the whole story.

Jesus won’t let his friends explain this one away. When he says, “It is I,” he’s using one of God’s favorite credentials. The Greek actually reads “I am,” which is a dead give-away unless you never saw “The Ten Commandments.” That’s God speaking from the burning bush. Jesus is saying, “You’re dealing with God here, not some trickster in a bed sheet.” We’re not talking about ghosts. We’re not talking about magic. We’re talking about Mystery. Somehow, to be in the presence of Jesus is to be in the presence of God. Even to be in the presence of the story of Jesus, in Scripture, bread and wine, is to be in God’s presence. “True God from true God.” Don’t ask me how that’s supposed to work—people who think they know are probably the ones who understand the least. We only know that to know Jesus is to know a God who will never leave us alone. We may feel cut off, but nothing can keep God away from us—not wind or waves, not depression, not sickness, not other people slamming doors in our faces—nothing, absolutely nothing can stand in the way of God’s love.

And when I say “nothing,” that includes even our doubts. That’s where Peter comes in. Peter wants a little proof, but the proof doesn’t work. It never does. You can’t blame him for trying, but we shouldn’t be surprised at the results. When we want to know what keeps our very lives afloat, there’s nothing that can put every question to rest. We’ve got too much invested in the answer. So we know all about wanting a little proof, and never quite getting it. But if you think the message here is “Don’t be like Peter,” then get real. We’ll always be like Peter. We’ll always approach the communion rail with at least a part of our minds on other things. Before his arrest even Jesus had some second thoughts—he was, after all, quite human. It’s the way we’re made, so stop pretending.

The point of this story is not that Peter doubted. It’s that, doubts and all, he still stayed afloat. And that’s because he wasn’t alone. He was in the arms of “God with us,” and even his doubts couldn’t keep God away. He was carried back to the community of faith, humbled, to be sure, but not excluded, not sunk. Doubts didn’t matter. Even faith didn’t matter. Only God’s love mattered. 

And that’s the way things still are. We come together here to celebrate the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ, because what happened back then still happens. Our knit-together lives are still afloat in the very arms of God, whether we know it or not. It doesn’t depend on us. “Take heart, it is I.” “Take heart, I am.” And so God is! Amen.

