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I begin today with a death notice ...  a tired, old world has died and a new, exciting one awaits recognition.  Sometime in the last forty years this transition has taken place.  The old world has died. 

You see, when I was born in the 1950's, my parents had no reason to doubt that I would grow up Christian. The Church was the main show in town, if not the ONLY one.  On Sundays, everything else closed down.  It was hard to buy even a gallon of gas.  The only traffic jam was at 9:45 when everybody headed to their respective Sunday Schools.  By over-looking much that was wrong (my world was racially segregated - white Protestant males controlled virtually everything) folks saw a world that looked 

right.  By taking their children to Sunday School, my parents could affirm that everything was good, wholesome, reasonable, and American. Church, home, and state formed a consortium that worked together to instill "Christian values".  People grew up Christian just by being lucky enough to be born in High Point or Charlotte or any one of thousands of similar communities across our land.

Sometime between then and now, most folks have been rudely awakened to the realization that this old Christian culture - in which you came to believe just by breathing the air and drinking the water -  IF IT EVER EXISTED! - is now dead.  Every time we shake our heads in dismay over the evening news, every time another politician or religious leader is caught in some deception, every time hostilities break out in some hot spot around the globe, every time we confront the economy problem or the drug problem or the education problem, every time we long for the "good old days" - we are acknowledging the death of that old world.  

In fact, some years ago two pastors and teachers at Duke wrote a book from which I have already freely quoted.  And in this book Will Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas maintain that the Church is and always has been more like a COLONY in a strange land and that we who are followers of Jesus are RESIDENT ALIENS.  

We should not be surprised that the culture in which we exist finds us odd and out of touch.  And we should be quite careful as we follow this Jesus that our way not become clouded by the values or agenda of the world.

Now this is not to say that we should withdraw from life or cloister ourselves in hopes of avoiding contamination.  Many Christian groups and sects have taken this approach over the ages and all have failed or struggled. When our doors are no longer open to any who would seek to follow Jesus, then we have failed in our mission and we are doomed to die.

Rather, as a colony in a foreign land, we must constantly remember Who we are following - the Master we serve. 

I know a poignant, yet profound story which speaks to the current situation of the Church.

Once upon a time on the coast there was a lifesaving station. People had noticed that the currents and rocky shore made navigation treacherous, so a committed group of folks in town built a small dwelling near the lighthouse.  They saved their money to buy the necessary equipment and set up a schedule around the clock.  Anytime a boat or ship got into trouble, those on watch would sound the alarm bringing the others to help. 

Over time, a great many seafarers owed their lives to the brave diligence of the lifesavers.  The work became well known and many persons came to help.  The lifesaving station grew and grew until bigger and better facilities were needed.  After much debate, the now large community of lifesavers constructed an impressive new lifesaving club filled with the amenities of home and mementos from their work.  All this helped pass the long hours between shipwrecks.  The volunteers loved to gather at their lifesaving club to tell stories of the past and enjoy each other's company. Food and drink was always plentiful and the lifesaving club came to be seen as a rather pleasant place to go and socialize.

One day, some of the newer members raised a question.  "What have we become?  Why do we exist?  Are we here to save victims of shipwrecks or to enjoy each other's company?" In the ensuing debate, a small group left the club, moved a bit up the coast, and started over in much the same fashion as the first lifesaving station.  For a long while, this new station devoted itself entirely to the task of lifesaving.  Then the story repeated 

itself ...  Today there are many lifesaving clubs along that part of the coast.  The old stories are told - the old mementos and symbols of their vocation hang on the wall - and a great many folks enjoy one another's company.  You may also find a very few modest stations which are committed solely to saving lives, but these are hard to find amid all the clubs that dot the shoreline.

Perhaps our most tragic failure is not seeing the riskyness of our faith.  Or maybe we DO see the risk of following Jesus ... so we turn the journey into something else.

In truth, we are like those frightened disciples huddled together in a tiny boat on a storm-tossed sea. Some of us are even asleep.  We either are unwilling to acknowledge reality or we are so frightened by it that we are paralyzed.  And as a pastor I will admit to both.  Under the guise of a "positive attitude" or not wanting to "stir the waters", how often do we

remain silent rather than raise hard or uncomfortable questions?  Sometimes we coat ourselves with "niceness" to the point of blinding ourselves to the truth.   But then, I have also known times when the truth seemed weak and the trouble of doing the right thing was so overwhelming that I just sat and stared in numbed resignation.

Jesus, of course, will have none of this.  

And therein lies our salvation.  Jesus MAKES us get into the boat.  Did you notice that?  Jesus makes the disciples get into the boat and head across the lake. The verb in this verse carries the connotation of force.  Perhaps the fishermen in the group saw the storm brewing and hesitated.  Perhaps they all wanted to linger a bit to savor the miracle Jesus had just performed in feeding the multitude.  For what ever reason, Jesus MAKES the disciples get into the boat ... Following Jesus means taking a risk. Often we must set sail without knowing our destination or how we will 

get there or what we will do about the obvious storms in our path.

Perhaps no incident in the Gospels reveals the riskiness of our faith in Jesus more than this story in which Peter STEPS OUT on to the water and moves toward his Master.  What little comfort he had in the boat was now stripped away.  Nothing stood between him and the angry waves but the assurance of Jesus, "Come". 

As a colony, as a faith community, as those who place our trust in this same Jesus - we are in the same position.  We are called to constantly witness to the stories of Jesus, the life and death and resurrection of our Lord, His Way which runs counter to the way of the world and culture.   We must be the place which says, "We do not do things that way here because Jesus demonstrated a different way.  We do not make decisions 

based on those assumptions because Jesus gave us other assumptions and premises. We love in way that does not make sense because Jesus loved us that way and loves us still."  We are called to take the risk of stepping out of the false safety of the boat, even when it means standing out and standing against the prevailing winds of our culture.

In this story through Peter, Jesus also calls us to take the risk of REACHING OUT.  Peter reached out for obvious reasons - he was sinking!  And it is amazing what happens when we do the same.  Of course, our reaching out is not done merely out of desperation.  When we reach out to each other in times of pain and brokenness, we do so admitting our own vulnerability. 

Henri Nouwen once wrote that only through our own wounds can we bring healing to another - as did Jesus.  We are called to risk rejection and mockery and jeering at the hands of the world. As we reach for each other we reach for Jesus no less than did Peter, for we trust and expect to find our Lord in the least of our brothers and sisters AND in the midst of our troubles.

The world sees this reaching out and misunderstands. We are told that our trust in Jesus is a lie; that our concern for our neighbor is a waste of time.  Sometimes the world will cruelly add to our wounds leaving us hurt and 

broken-hearted.  But here we should take heart for here we draw close to our Lord.

I heard a marvelous explanation of this once from Bishop Peter Storey of South Africa.  This brave Methodist leader in the fight against apartheid came to Nashville to preach to us and talk about preaching.  But some of us asked him about his own prayer life and he took some extra time to share with us about it.  He said his understanding of prayer is informed by his understanding of what happened on the Cross.  He said that too often we consider prayer a hot line to God - giving God our fervent requests (even on behalf of another) and then God acting on our request to heal or save or change a person/situation. 

Bishop Storey said he never could hold this notion of prayer with any integrity (afterall, why would God need us to tell Him what to do!)  Then, he came to a new understanding of Jesus on the Cross.  There, in full obedience even unto death, Jesus' heart was laid open such that the pain and brokenness of the world could meet and mingle with the grace of God.  More than a substitute for our sins, Jesus on the Cross becomes the point at which we meet God. So, for Bishop Storey, prayer (and, we might add, Christian life in general) is a "little Calvary" in which we lay our selves open to the grace of God.

Which, of course, is the end of today's lesson.  Peter, sinking and afraid, reaches out to Jesus and hangs on for dear life!  Only to discover that the arms of our Lord are stronger than he ever imagined.  And that Jesus is all there is and all we need to turn from death to life!

And that is one risk worth taking!     AMEN

