10th August 2008





Preacher: Brian Goss
Hymns:
566
“Now thank we all our God”  


325
“Spirit of faith, come down”  

667 “Begone unbelief, My Saviour is near”
689
“Will your anchor hold in the storms of life?”

______________________________________________________________

Readings:
Romans 10: 5-15

Matthew 14: 22-33 

“DON’T BE AFRAID!”
Today’s Gospel, as you have heard, is the story of Jesus walking on the water. Following the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus had made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side of the lake. After all the crowds of people who had been fed had dispersed, Jesus evidently felt the need to be on his own and to spend time in prayer. But he hadn’t forgotten about the disciples in the boat. They had run into heavy weather, and the boat, far out in the lake, was being tossed about by the waves. So Jesus made his way to them, walking on the water. 
‘When they saw him, walking on the water, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost!” they said, and screamed with fear. But Jesus spoke to them at once, reassuring them. “Courage!” he said. “It is I. Don’t be afraid!” Then Peter spoke up. “Lord”, he said, “If it is really you, order me to come out on the water to you.” “All right”, said Jesus. “Come on.” So Peter got out of the boat and started walking on the water to Jesus. But when he noticed the strong wind, he was afraid and started to sink down in the water. “Save me, Lord!” he cried. At once Jesus reached out and grabbed hold of him and said, “How little faith you have! Why did you doubt?” They both got into the boat, and the wind died down. Then the disciples worshipped Jesus, “Truly you are the Son of God!” they exclaimed. 

It’s a dramatic story. But what are we to make of it? What has it to say to us in the twenty first century? Well, the first thing which occurs to me to say is that the symbol of the ecumenical movement, the long-running programme of the churches’ efforts to relate to each other in their quest for unity is a little boat bobbing about on the ocean. And I isn’t only the quest for unity which has proved elusive, it is that the future of the church as an institution looks pretty bleak. 
When Jesus had identified himself to the terrified disciples in the boat, he said, “Don’t be afraid.” Then Peter spoke up, and Jesus encouraged him to come and join him, and initially he was doing fine, but then he was distracted by force of the wind, his nerve failed him and he began to sink. “Save me, Lord” he cried, and Jesus grabbed him. Some people would say that the message for the Church today is that it has to take risks – to engage with fresh expressions of church – and that’s certainly an exercise of faith which was exactly the challenge Jesus issued to Peter. ‘How little faith you have! Why did you doubt?’

But whatever this story may have to say to the church, I’m sure its got a message for countless individual men and women, whether members of the Christian community or not – ‘Don’t be afraid.’ Each week my wife and I got to Muswell Hill and spend a morning in the company of residents in the Methodist Home for the Aged, Zena goes to The Meadow where those in need of full-time care reside, while I go to The Paddock, which is sheltered accommodation for those who can still manage independent living. Before I became part of the life at Wesley’s Chapel I used to act as Chaplain for the Garden Wind of The Meadow, a facility provided for people suffering from Alzheimer’s Disease, or other forms of dementia. Every week I would reckon to spend some time with Sister Jessie Kerridge who had founded the work of the Wesley Deaconess Order in the Caribbean in 1928 and had remained there until 1965, when she was decorated for her service. Sister Jessie was a redoubtable figure. I was told that in her younger days she used to smoke like a chimney, drove a motor-car at speeds which would impress Lewis Hamilton, and even at the age of 99 there was something in the tone of her voice which implied that you would fall in with what she was outlining!
But quite often Jessie would say to me, “I’m so frightened.” “Why?” “I don’t know.” But, of course, if you can’t see very well, and if you can’t remember what has happened five minutes ago, and you’re not sure where you are, it is not surprising that you need constant reassurance. And it was always moving to witness the visits made by family members or friends to the frail, confused elderly, and their instinctive recognition that it is putting an arm around their shoulders or holding hands which imparts reassurance and counteracts fear or anxiety. 

When the disciples in the boat on the lake were being buffeted by the wind, and were suddenly petrified by the appearance of a ghostly figure in the early hours of the morning, it only needed Jesus to call “Courage – it is I – don’t be afraid” to set their minds at rest, because they knew the voice. And then when Peter embarked on his own effort at walking on the water, but then began to falter, Jesus actually reached out and took hold of him, and he was safe again. It is worth noting from the Gospels that whether Jesus was healing a sick person, making a disciple, or forgiving a sinner, his most characteristic word was “Don’t be afraid.” And yet fear gets to all of us. 

What makes us afraid? Through the years it has consistently been my experience that I have seen fragments of TV programmes, arriving home from visiting or from a meeting when something is just coming to an end. Now that I’m retired from the active work of the Methodist Ministry – or some I’m told – and there is actually time to sit down and watch, there rarely seems to be anything I want to see.

Some while ago I do remember seeing part of a documentary programme made by the journalist Julie Flint. She is someone who spent a good deal of time in the Middle East, reporting (for instance) from Beirut, and conveying vividly the unrest and tension and violence which was the perpetual experience of anyone living and working in that city. But Julie Flint said that when her term of duty was complete, and she returned to this country, she felt more uneasy in London than she had ever done in Beirut. And she asked herself why this should be. She came to the conclusion, the evidence for which was contained in her documentary programme, most of which I did not see, that the problem here in Britain (and specifically here in London) was not the increased amount of crime, it was the fear of crime, and in recent days that same view has been expressed repeatedly.

The issue with which we seem to be confronted in these days is the fear which many young people – mainly young men – experience of being attacked by other young men, which causes them to carry weapons. It goes without saying that we have to take proper care of our young, but on the other hand we don’t want to spread a climate of fear. My dear Mother was petrified of thunderstorms. When she married my Father he already had a 4-year-old son, the child of his first wife who had died. So the first time there was a thunderstorm after the second marriage, my Mother’s first thought was that she must protect the little boy. But he was totally unafraid – and that cured her fear, too. 

After the death of Moses, the leadership of the people of Israel passed to Joshua. The word to Joshua was: “Be determined and confident, for you will be the leader of these people as they occupy this land which I promised their ancestors. Don’t be afraid or discouraged, for I, the Lord your God, am with you wherever you go.” It was a fairly daunting task for Joshua. He was following in the footsteps of the greatest leader Israel had ever known. But he needed to be strong-minded. He probably wouldn’t get everything right – what leader ever does? (I will forbear to make any comparisons with the leaders of modern political parties in the US or the UK.) Indecisiveness is a fatal flaw in leadership. It was important that the people should make a good beginning after they crossed the Jordan and established themselves in the land to which God had been leading them. What enabled Joshua to become the kind of leader his people needed was the promise that God would never desert him. “Don’t be afraid, for I, the Lord your God, am with you wherever you go.” Fear is contrasted with faith.


Fear is a deeply disturbing and deeply destructive emotion. I have found it is especially potent in the early hours. If you cannot sleep, yet you do not want to put the light on and read, because you keep hoping you will drift off to sleep again – you may fall to worrying about some aspect of your life – or health – or family, and as you lie there in the darkness it becomes magnified out of all proportion. Indeed you may dream that you’re afloat in a little boat, tossing about in the waves, buffeted by the wind, and you think you see a ghost, and you actually cry out, and wake yourself up! When the daylight comes, the fear recedes and is less potent, because now you can see, and there are all sorts of other matters to occupy your mind. “Don’t be afraid”, says Jesus.
If we allow fear to dominate us, then we will never amount to anything. We’ll never do anything with our lives. There ARE risks about living and there ARE risks about living in the city, the city which has yet to be redeemed. I expect there are people in the congregation whose homes have been broken into. There may be people here who have even experienced physical assault. I have. But does that mean you should never leave your house, or never carry any money? If so, then fear has won. We should take sensible precautions certainly, but let us get clear in our minds the difference between crime and the fear of crime. 

I don’t know whether it is the custom in your household, as it is in ours to listen to the TODAY programme on Radio 4, which includes ‘Thought for the Day’. We miss Leslie’s ever-pertinent contributions but understand why he felt it necessary to resign from the panel. I’ve said to some of you before that one other former contributor to ‘Thought for the Day’ was the late Robert Foxcroft. Robert was an Anglican priest who died of cancer, and not long before his death he said in a broadcast that what was helping him to cope with the experience of cancer was a comment made by a soldier on an assault course, who said to him, “It’s all right, padre, if you don’t look down.”

Was that Peter’s problem, I wonder? When he grasped that it was actually Jesus who had followed them out from the shore, where the little boat was battling with the wind and the waves, he said, “Lord, if it is really you, order me to come out on the water to you. Come, answered Jesus. So Peter got out of the boat and started walking on the water to Jesus. But when he noticed the strong wind, he was afraid and started to sink down in the water.” It’s all right, if you don’t look down! If your eyes remain focused on Christ, if your trust reposes in him, and in him alone, who knows, you may even be able to walk on water.

We need not be ashamed of being afraid. Fear is universal. But to dwell on our fears is only to increase their power over us. The Psalmist wrote “When I am afraid, O Lord, I put my trust in you. I trust in God and am not afraid; I praise him for what he has promised. What can a mere human being do to me?” In confidence, let us go out to meet the challenge and opportunity of this new week, with the words of Jesus in our hearts and minds, Don’t be afraid!
Amen
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