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 “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” 

 I’ve been thinking about taking our Sunday show on the road, and our Gospel today, St. 

Matthew’s version of Jesus walking on the water, tipped the scales and so here we are, another 

roadside attraction at beautiful Bakeman beach on Cape Rosier.  One benefit of all of this weirdness 

is that I can wear flip-flops to church and not get complaints. 

 Look at that sea.  It can be so placid.  So sublime.  And it can take other forms, signficantly 

less calm ones.  Giffy told me about a storm that his son sailed through once.  The waves were over 

80 feet, a number he deducted because they were higher than the 80 foot high bridge of the 

supertanker he captained.  I have spent very little time on the sea and have never been in a storm.  

Well, I did cross the Atlantic in 1990, and there was a storm, but I was on a submarine, and while 

the air might not be sea-fresh and the view is lacking, there is no weather 200 feet down. 

 Our Gospel story is allegorical: the church is the boat; Peter and the disciples are us, the 

people of God; the sea is life, sometimes it is smooth-as-glass like this, looking out at Pond Island 

across what is this? the end of Eggemoggin Reach or the beginning of Penobscot Bay.  Soemtiems it 

is like this.  Sometimes it is 80 foot waves that test a supertanker captain’s mettle.  But always, the 

allegory ultimately teaches, Jesus is there, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” 

This is a helpful metaphor for us in the extraordinary moment we are in together.  Now I’m 

not too concerned about the church right now.  St. Francis by the Sea, after years of able 

stewardship and now in the good hands of leaders like Milissa and Katie and Suzanne and David 

and Ray and Bob and Judy and Mary and Prudy and so many, many more, and all of you who 

support our life in Christ together financially and in prayer and caring and volunteering your time 

and talent... we’re OK.  We’re going to be ok.  The larger church?  Harder to tell.  We’ve been on a 

downward spiral since the late 60s and this pandemic is certainly not going to help, but there isn’t 

much more we can do besides be faithful Christians and continue to support our local manifestation 

of the ekklasia, the Beloved Community, which is St. Francis and you are doing that.  So I am not 

worried about the church.  I am, though, quite worried about the rest of it: you, us, our neighbors, 

the people of our nation, the people throughout our wide-wide world.  We are being mightily tested.  

Test upon test is being thrust upon us.  If only the tests were COVID-19 tests and not tests of our 



faith!  But alas, here we are.  And we are being tested.  On every level we are being tested, just like 

Peter was:  our faith, in everything, is being tested.   

I deeply appreciate Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in particular his powerful book The Cost of 

Discipleship.  He was a pastor who chose to stay in Germany during World War 2 to do what he 

could.  Eventually he made the decision to join a conspiracy to assassinate Adolf Hitler.  It failed 

and he was arrested, tortured and hung by the Gestapo in a Berlin basement less than a month 

before VE day.  Quoting him in regards to current events, though I have certainly done it, has 

always felt a little like I was flirting with hyperbole.  But with this global pandemic, depression-like 

economic data and a President wondering aloud if he should postpone the election, we truly may be 

in Bonhoefferian times. 

I bring up the good pastor because in The Cost of Discipleship, he gave a wonderful analysis of 

Peter getting out of the boat.  He wrote: 

“Peter had to leave the ship and risk his life on the sea, in order to learn both 

his own weakness and the almighty power of his Lord.  If Peter had not taken the risk, 

he would never have learned the meaning of faith... the road to faith passes through 

obedience to the call of Jesus.” 

 A little furth on, Bonhoeffer continues, “Faith is only real where there is obedience, 

never without it, and faith only becomes faith in the act of obedience.” Or as one 

commentator succinctly puts it, “only the one who believes is obedient, and only the one 

who is obedient believes.” 

 Faith isn’t abstract.  That is what this is all about.  The fruits of faith aren’t abstract... 

faith isn’t about feelings, or cognitive assent to doctrine, no, faith is about life and death.  

“Am I going to drown?”   “Can I get up and try again today?”  “Can I be dependable to the 

people who depend on my?”  Real stuff.  And faith, gaining, building, cultivating, teaching 

faith isn’t, again, abstract or theoretical.  That is the core of our lesson today.  Learning faith 

is feet on the path commission of Good and omission of Evil in our actual embodied lives.  

This is it.  This is the core of why we are Christian, why we aspire to be people of faith, 

because having faith can save us.  And what Jesus is teaching us here, is that it is the very 

practice of faith, testing our faith, is the only thing that actually builds our faith.  We are 

saved in exactly the same way we get to Carnegie Hall: practice, practice, practice. 



 Can you see how this moment, this pandemic and our political and economic 

situation, is such a compelling moment for the faithful?  The seas are roiling.  Maybe not 80 

footers yet, but as November nears, who knows. 

 How does faith work?  How would having faith help right now?  Having faith, is that 

some sort of reassurance that it couldn’t possibly get that bad?  Can having faith prevent an 

election from being compromised, a pandemic from spreading, keep you or someone you 

love healthy, warm, dry and fed?  No.  Well, not directly.  But let’s say you believe in God, 

and that by that belief, in the blessed assurance you get by, in and/or through that faith, you 

feel more brave.  Your faith makes you feel confident, or not or less worried.   Or maybe in 

faith you are able to step back and truly ask, “What is the worst that could happen?”  and 

not shrink from the list that emerges. Faith can manifest in your capacity to bear up under 

the fear of getting sick, of not having enough, of property values going down, prices going 

up, the markets going any which way.  Having faith can mean that you really aren’t worried, 

because our faith very specifically teaches us not to worry, because by worrying, can we add 

a single day to our lives?  No. 

 But you can’t think yourself into faith.  You have to do it.   

 I grew up in privlidge.  As a younger person looking ahead at my life, I never 

questioned if I’d have enough, that was assumed, but the question was if I’d have as much as 

I wanted.  I was in medical sales for a couple of years after the Marines, and was quite 

successful.  In just my second year of sales in 1998 I made the same as I made last year, and I 

was just starting to get calls from spine companies – real money.  But at that time, I was 

getting a sense that that, business, was not for me, but I was really worried, again, not about 

not having enough, but not having what I wanted, that was new.  And all of those fears 

manifested in a green chenille sweater.  (Windy loves this story).  I loved that sweater. And 

bleach got on it.  I didn’t say she spilled it on it, but rather “bleach got on it.”  And I 

remember thinking so clearly as I was about to head to seminary, that I will never have a 

sweater like that again.  And that is likely true.  But maybe not because I can’t afford a 

sweater like that, if it was important I could get one, but faith, gained in stepping into the 

great unknown without the benefit of a gorgeous chennile sweater, (it was so soft and so 

heavy, it was like being hugged, gosh I loved that sweater), but faith has taught me since, that 

other things are more important, that I can be happy and fulfilled and effective in other 

kinds of sweaters, or even that without that one, I have room in my closet and a need in my 



heart for one that Windy knitted for me.  As tiny as an example as this is, and here is the 

wrap around to Peter walking on the water, I couldn’t possibly have learned that as I did 

without leaving that sweater at the take it or leave it at the Leverett, Mass dump, and I reflect 

on it, occasionally, and in doing so, as ridiculous as it sounds, I remember that I can make 

do, if I have faith, which in turn reassures me that yes, I do have faith. 

 There are many, much (much) more important ways to test our faith as a way of 

building our faith.  The one day at a time rhetoric of recovery is a testament to that.  I can 

make it right now.  Maybe not tomorrow, but that[s got nothing to do about anything, right 

now I am not going to drink or use or whatever it is that steers you wrong.  And each those 

right nows, each of those todays, add up to a life of faith. 

 Like saying, in the midst of a pandemic, that “I really shouldn’t come over for 

dinner,” even though you want nothing more than for things to be normal, if only for one 

evening.  You can make it another day while sacrificing your comfort for the wellbeing of all 

of us.  Or you can wear that mask even though you get dirty looks, or it is way too hot, or 

your glasses fog up.  You can do it, and each time you do, the next time is better, if you take 

it that way. 

 Or you decide not to argue with your brother-in-law on Facebook, or feel bad things 

about the person with that sign in front of their house, or leap to judgement because you 

suspect that they believe x, y and or z, but are rather a fellow fallible human being doing the 

best they can with what they have and know.  And each time you do not take the bait, your 

faith is fortified, you can overcome! 

 Or give generously to the church, or HOME or some other cause, because 

generosity demonstrates to yourself that even in giving, you have enough.  That’s the 

spiritual benefit of tithing, a direct test of/training in faith. 

 Because it is hard right now.  The wind is blowing, and it might pick up steam in the 

next few months.  God is with you.  Always.  And we need that more than ever.  Practice 

knowing God’s presence, practice knowing that you can make it.  Practice having faith. 

 I’ll end with a faithful little poem by Naomi Shihab Nye called 

“Shoulders”. 

A man crosses the street in rain, 

stepping gently, looking two times north and south, 

because his son is asleep on his shoulder. 



No car must splash him. 
No car drive too near to his shadow. 

This man carries the world's most sensitive cargo 
but he's not marked. 
Nowhere does his jacket say FRAGILE, 
HANDLE WITH CARE. 

His ear fills up with breathing. 
He hears the hum of a boy's dream 
deep inside him. 

We're not going to be able 
to live in this world 
if we're not willing to do what he's doing 
with one another. 

The road will only be wide. 
The rain will never stop falling. 

 

 AMEN. 

 

 

 

 

Naomi Shahib Nye, “Shoulders” from Red Suitcase. Copyright © 1994 

 

  

  


