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Faith deepened by the Storm; our first-hand experience of God’s love deepens our faith.

In the name of our Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier

“Open your ears, O faithful people, to the good news:

we have a Savior. When we feel that there is no way out, when we are panicked,
when rescue itself seems a dead end, as on the cross, God saves! Jesus will bring you
home. God will shield and shelter you with sure care. Bending down to pick you up,
holding, rocking, soothing you with love. Jesus will fight for you, and you only have to
keep still." Some of the deepest faith we will ever have is born in the middle of the
storms of life. In today’s Gospel, Matthew gives us one of the most memorable scenes
in all of Scripture: as the disciples were battling the wind-whipped water,

Jesus walked toward them on the rough sea; Peter stepped out of the boat, their fear
increasing; then Peter began to sink, and Jesus reached out his hand to save him.?
Jesus ' ministry was never intended to be a one-and-done event in history. He provided
lived examples of how God calls us to live, how we are to be with one another, and the
society we are meant to build. He needed the disciples, and he needs us to carry his
ministry forward.

We are a required ingredient in creating God’s Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.
Jesus also prepares us to keep proclaiming His good news when we face fear,
suffering, persecution, and doubt. At the end of this Gospel story, the disciples'
conversion is clear as they proclaim, “Truly you are the Son of God.”™ Their confession
is the result of their first-hand encounter with Jesus. Their faith was deepened, enabling
them to continue proclaiming God’s Good News! And that is still true for us today,
thousands of years later. Our first-hand experience of God’s love deepens our faith.
Let’s take a closer look at how Jesus acted that day. First, he had just finished feeding
over five thousand people, and he was tired. After he asked the people to leave,

he went to a place of solitude, up on a mountain,* where he talked with God,

probably about what he had experienced, asking for guidance, strength, and energy to
continue the work God had given him.

Solitude and prayer were very important to Jesus, and they are just as important to us.
We read throughout Scripture about how Jesus intentionally made time for prayer;

He stepped away from the demands of the day and spoke with God.

And if we are to become like Jesus, we are to make time to be with God in solitude.

| have learned how necessary that is in my own life. | like to begin the day with coffee,
biscotti, and Jesus. | read Scripture, pray, and then sit in silence to ponder what | have
read and heard in the quietness of my heart. And | know that once the day gets going, it
is much harder to return to that place of stillness. Yet, | do it anyway.

My spiritual practice is to dedicate time before falling asleep to be alone with Jesus in
prayer.

1 Exodus 14:13-14 / message from Jesus 2/18/2025
2 Matt. 14:22-33

3 Matt. 14:33

4 Matt. 14:23
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How often do you seek a time out with Jesus?

| know he would love to spend time with you!

With no distractions. No performance. No pretending.

Just being with Jesus in silence, receiving his compassion and grace.

Prayer teaches us to recognize Jesus’ voice when things are generally calm,

so that we can hear his voice when storms come, when our hearing is distorted by fear
and anxiety. And storms do come. They come in many forms, such as illness,
joblessness, financial pressures, insecurity, heartbreak, pain, grief, fear, loneliness, and
doubt. None of us gets through life without them.

The disciples were in such a storm in today’s Gospel. The wind was against them.

It was dark. They were far from land.®> And then, when things could not get any worse,
they thought they saw a ghost walking toward them. They reacted with terror.

But Jesus immediately spoke: “Take heart, it is |; do not be afraid.”®

They experienced Jesus' compassion.

He did not wait until the storm was over to go near to them. He didn’t stand on the shore
and shout instructions from a distance. He went toward them while they were in that
frightening sea. Jesus was ready to save them while they were filled with much fear and
little faith.” We learn through Jesus’ compassionate action that we, just like the
disciples, are neither purely faithful nor purely fearful. Generally, we are both at once.
We trust, and we tremble. We hope, and we doubt. And still Jesus comes to us with
compassion.

| know something about that.

One of the deepest conversion experiences of my life came through loss.

My first pregnancy ended in miscarriage. | was devastated. | wondered how | could
continue living with that grief. Everywhere | went, it seemed | saw babies that reminded
me of the baby | had lost, and my sorrow only deepened. But over time, through prayer
and through the love of family and friends, the grief began to lighten.

| began to notice the ways Jesus was providing exactly what | needed when | needed it.
A phone call from a friend at just the right moment.

A vacation with family that gave me laughter when all | felt inside was sadness. Quiet
mercies. Daily grace, enough love to get through one more day.

Those experiences did not erase the loss | felt. But they became, for me, a firsthand
experience of God’s love. They deepened my faith. They taught me that Jesus truly is
the Son of God, and that he is present in our suffering. Whatever we face in our lives,

it is not the end of the story. God is still at work. And then the Gospel tells us about
Peter. There is something about Peter that is so honest, human, and hopeful.

He is impulsive, bold, and he wants to be near Jesus.

5 Matt. 14:24
6 Matt. 14:27

7 Gennifer Benjamin Brooks
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When he hears Jesus’ voice, he says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on
the water.” Jesus says, “Come.” And Peter gets out of the boat.

| think that is where many of us live spiritually, somewhere between wanting Jesus
and fearing what it will cost us to follow him. We want the safety of the boat,

but we also want the life found only by stepping out in trust. Peter’s story suggests that
we have to get out of the boat to fail in a way that doesn’t drown us.

Although it feels like we are, we are rescued in unexpected and unthinkable ways by
God'’s grace, activated by the people around us.'® Faith is not the certainty of staying
dry in the boat. Faith is trusting Jesus enough to step toward him, even if our faith is
mixed with fear. “Peter had to leave the [boat] and risk his life on the sea to learn both
his own weakness and the almighty power of Jesus. If Peter had not taken the risk,
he would never have learned the meaning of faith.”"!

Clearly, Jesus is inviting us to get out of our boats.

Out of old fears.

Out of unbelief.

Out of loneliness.

Out of negativity.

Out of old habits that keep us stuck.

Out of the illusion that safety is the same thing as faithfulness.

Jesus asks us:

Do you want to stay where you are, repeating the same thoughts and patterns?

Or do you want to experience something new?

Something beyond your comfort zone?

The life | have prepared for you?

The purpose to which | am calling you?

| know that kind of invitation can be costly. For me, one of my leaving-the-boat
experiences was retiring early to pursue what | believed Jesus had prepared for me: his
priesthood. | had to trust that Jesus would guide, provide, and sustain me on a journey
that | had no idea where it would lead!

And | think getting out of the boat also applies to congregations.

Collaboration takes bold faith because shared ministry

is a journey into the unknown and untried.

And when churches, like yours, take the risk of working together,

sharing resources,

and imagining a common life to support faithful ministry,

you are stepping out of the boat of comfort and the way things have always been.

It may feel uncertain,

but Jesus is surely walking with you.

8 Matt. 14:28

® Matt. 14:29

10 ance Pape, commentary on Matthew 14:22-33, in Connections Commentary 2
11 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship
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Please notice that the storm did not disappear just because Peter stepped out. The
wind and waves were still there.

Trouble and conflict come.

Our Christian faith is not a promise that we will never suffer.

It is the promise that Jesus is with us in the suffering.

Peter began to sink when he noticed the strong wind and became afraid.'?

But even then, the center of the story is not Peter’s failure.

It is Jesus’ saving hand.

Peter cried, “Lord, save me”

“Jesus immediately, without hesitation, reached out his hand and caught him.”3
Immediately.

Not eventually.

Not after a lecture.

Not after Peter proved himself.

Immediately.

That is God’s grace in action.

“This kind of faith that Peter revealed is not about being certain.”'*

Faith is not always a flawless confidence.

It is through the stormy experiences that we learn we can trust Jesus to have our backs.
When our faith deepens through encounters with Jesus,

we begin to become more and more like him.

| was working on the end of this sermon when | had to put it down for a dentist
appointment.

While in the waiting room, | sat in silence thinking about what the sermon’s ending might
be.

Then | heard a man speaking on the TV about not being able to play football after a
traumatic injury to his foot.

He fell into depression until he heard a small voice tell him to go to New York

to seek a music career.

You see, he can sing like an opera singer!

| immediately thought, is this how you want the sermon to end, Jesus?

Then the man sang this song for his interviewers:

"You'll Never Walk Alone.""®
When you walk through a storm
Hold your head up high

And don't be afraid of the dark

At the end of a storm

12 Matt. 14:30
13 Matt. 14:30-31
1 Planning for Rites and Rituals A, p. 336.

15 Rodgers, R. & Hammerstein, O. (1945). "You'll Never Walk Alone." In Carousel. Columbia Records.
Citing "You'll Never Walk Alone"
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There's a golden sky
And the sweet silver song of a lark

Walk on through the wind

Walk on through the rain

Though your dreams be tossed and blown
Walk on, walk on

With hope in your heart

And you'll never walk alone

You'll never walk alone

Walk on, walk on
With hope in your heart
And you'll never walk alone

This is Jesus’ love song to you.

Anytime you are in one of life’s storms, remember this song.
Jesus loves you very much

and is always with you!

Amen
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