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Matt  14:  22-33

Mary   Oliver   describes   where  we   were   when we   last  heard  of   Jesus:  

“Why  wonder about  the   loaves and the   fishes?  If  you say  the   right  words, the  wine  expands.   If   you  say  them with   love  and the  felt   ferocity  of  that   love and  the  felt  necessity  of  that   love,  the   fish   explode into  many.  Imagine   him,  speaking,  and  don’t  worry  about  what  is  reality, or what is  plain, or what is   mysterious.  If  you  were   there, it  was all those   things.  If  you can  imagine  it,  it is all those   things…  “

Then  Jesus  sent  the  disciples   off  in a   boat  and   he  dismissed  the   crowds  and   then  he   went,  alone,  up the  mountain  to   pray.   Then  in the    misty,  moon  lit  hours  of the   morning  sometime  between   3:00  and  6:00   am     he  walked  out   across  the    water  to   join  his   disciples.

Before  we  go  on   though,  I  want  to  give  you   some  information  from  Karen   Armstrong.  It’s  from   her   book:  “The  Bible, a  Biography”  There she    reports   that  in  the   last   days  of  the   siege   of   Jerusalem and  the   destruction  of  the   Jewish   Temple  by  Rome,    Rabbi  Johanan ben  Zakkai  the  leader of  the   Pharisees  was   smuggled  out  of   the   city  in a   coffin.  

Throughout  the  war  he   had   repeatedly  said  that  rebellion   against  Rome  was    self   destructive and   that   the   preservation  of   religion  was more   important   than   political  independence.  

Once  outside  the  city   he  made  his  way  to  the   Roman   camp and  asked    Vespasian    to  spare the   city   of   Yavna,   south  of   Jerusalem,  as a  safe   haven  for   Jewish  scholars.    So   after  the  destruction   of   Jerusalem and the   temple,  Pharisees,  scribes  and   priests  began to  congregate  there  and  it  became for    60   some  years  a  remarkable  center  of  religious   study.

There  are  two   things  I  want  to  lift  up for   us, out  of  that    experience.   The   first  is   that   unlike   some  current   biblical  scholars  they  were  not  interested in  recovering  the  original   meaning  of  a    given  scriptural  passage.  They  were   looking,  instead,  for  fresh    new    meaning.    In  their   view     there  was no  single  authoritative  reading  of   scripture.  The   rabbis   called   their  exegesis    Midrash,  which   means to  seek  or   investigate.  

The  meaning  of the   text  was  not  self   evident.   It   had   to be  searched  out ,  looked  for.  And  this  takes me to the   second   point   which is   that  the  meaning  of  any   given   text  was   inexhaustible.    “The   rabbis    liked to  point   out  that  king  Solomon  used   three  thousand (  3000 ) parables  to   illustrate  every  single   verse   of  the    Torah, and  could   give a   thousand ( 1000 ) and   five  (  5   ) interpretations  of each  parable. “ That  would  mean  there  were   three   million,   fifteen   thousand  possible   expositions or   meanings,  for  each  unit   of   scripture.” ( Karen  Armstrong)

 So   with   that in   mind  let’s  go  back  to  our  story.    What  is   your   boat?  I’m  not   talking   about    your    kayak, or   canoe,  or   river  boat  or    power  boat  or  sail  boat.   Not  the   thing  you have  on  the   Portage  Lakes  or   Lake   Erie.,  or  some  other   body   of  water. 

What  is  it   that   you  depend  on,  that you  count  on every   day, that  you   trust,   that ,  you   believe,   keeps  you   safe  and  makes  you  feel   secure.   Now,  I know  that  it might  change  a  little, from   situation,  to   situation.  And  still there  is   that  one    thing,  that  is  always   there.  Is  it a   trust   fund?,  A   mutual  fund?  A   person?  A  set  of    skills?    A   particular  set  of   beliefs   about   yourself   or   others  or   life?   A  piece   of   property?    What  is    your    boat?    We   all    have  one.    What  is   yours?    You   have   some   ideas   right?    Hold  on  to  those.

In   the   early  hours   before    dawn.   With  only    moon   light   to  see  by,  At  one  of   those    thin   places  in  time,   Jesus   steps  through  from the   other  side  and   asks   you   to   get   out   of   your   boat.     Jesus  is   asking    you and  me  to   step  out  of   the   very   last   thing  we  would   ever  dream  of  giving  up   or  leaving.   And   as  we  step  out   of  it  Turn  our  back on  it.   Leave  it   behind.  It  feels   like  there  is  nothing  dependable   or   solid  to  stand  on.

Jesus  is  asking  us  to   trust    the   same   God   he   trusts.  He  is  asking  us  to   trust  that   God   more   than  the  boat  we   have   counted  on   for  so  many   months and  years.  Jesus  is  asking  us  to   trust     God   as  deeply  as   he   does.

Our  first   response when  we  step   out  of   our  boat   is   fear,  at  least   anxiety   and maybe   panic.  There  is no   solid   place   to   stand.   The   co-ordinates  of  the   compass  make no  sense.  We   have   lost  our   bearings. 

 David   Whyte  another    poet  talks  about   that   moment  in  our lives.    He  kayaks  on the   ocean   off the  cost  of    the state  of  Washington.    He   writes:  ”The  spark   behind   fear,   recognized as  life, leaps into  flame.  Always   this  energy  smolders inside, when it  remains  unlit, the  body   fills  with  dense  smoke.”  

That’s   where   Jesus  is  taking  us.   To  that   spark  behind  fear,   TO   LIFE.    So  that  our  bodies   will no   longer   be   filled  with   dense   smoke.  We   will be    alive.  

What  Jesus  asks  is  not   easy.  And  he  asks  it  of  us   often.   Sometimes  we  do  it  fine.  OK  out  of  the    boat,  trusting    God   with   our   lives.    And   then  there  are  other    times.     We   lose   our   focus.  The   fear  comes  back    our  bodies   fill   up  with  dense  smoke  and     we   start   to   sink.  

And   that   is   when   the  hand is   there.  Maybe   Jesus  hand   maybe  the   hand of a   friend  or     maybe   even a  stranger.    The hand is  always   there.    We   remind one   another   of    that    when we   exchange  the  peace.  A   hand   comes   with  the   words  “The   Peace  of  the   Lord  be  always   with    you”..  

Many  of  us  were   pretty   badly   wounded   when  we  were   first   learning   about   trust.  We   were   badly    let  down   by   someone  we  trusted and  counted  on.  Some   so  badly  damaged   that  it  is  difficult  to    ever  trust   again.   One  of  the   things   that  was not  there for us  when we  were so  scared  as    kids   was    the  hand  to   comfort   to   pick us  up   to     guide  us  and  steady  us.  

That hand is  there  now.  Jesus   offers  us   his   hand.   It  is  in this  group.  There  is  always  a    hand   available.   When  we    lose  our  balance  or  start  to  sink

I   need  to  go  back  to     Yavna,   the   Pharisees,  the  scribes  and   priests  for  just a   moment.    For   them a   text   that   could  not   be  radically   reinterpreted  to   meet  the   needs  of   the  day  was  dead.  Only   when  the   text  came to life  in   the   present   could  it   reveal   the    Holy   One.  

Those   Jewish   scholars  also  believed  that  you  did not  understand  a  text  until   you  had  found a  way  to  put  it into  practice.    The    rabbis   called  scripture  “Migra” a   summons  that   called    people  to  action.  

They   believed,  above   all,   the   interpretation  of    scripture  must  be   guided  by   and  informed  by  compassion.   It is  reported  that  one  day  a  pagan  approached   Rabbi  Hillel and  promised  to  convert  to  Judaism if   Hillel  could   summarize  the  entire  Torah  while he   stood  on one  leg.    Standing on  one  leg  Hillel   replied:  “What is  hateful to  yourself do not do to  your  fellow  man.  That  is  the  whole of the  Torah.  The   remainder is  but   commentary.”

“The   essence  of  Torah was the   disciplined  refusal  to   inflict  pain on another   human  being.  Everything  else in the  scriptures  was  merely   commentary”              ( K Armstrong )

And   how  does  the  story   end .. It   does not   end   but   begins  again and   again and  again.   Jesus   gets in our   boat   with   us.   Trusting   God and    fully    alive  we   go  back  to   our  boat   transformed, .  Our  world  has   been   turned  upside   down.  Our   trust  in  God is  profoundly   encompassing.   The    liveliness  we   experience  is   organized  around a disciplined   refusal to  inflict  pain  on  any   other   human  being.   And  we  know   with   absolute   certainty   that,      that   other   hand  is   always    there  for   us   to  hold  on  to,   and  we   are   never   alone .      Amen
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