8th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.7.11
Scripture:	Matthew 14:22-33

[bookmark: _GoBack]This Is Not a Pony

You have heard it said that, if you but have faith, you can walk on water.  But I say unto you, that’s not what this story is about.  You have heard it said that, if your faith overcomes your fear, you’ll never falter like Peter did.  But I say unto you, if we’re going to shame Peter yet again, let’s at least do it for the right reasons.
Immediately, Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him.  And they probably didn’t notice this as significant at all.  You probably didn’t either.  I did, but only after a couple days thinking on this story.  Then the fact woke me from a late afternoon doze on my sofa—Jesus making the disciples go on ahead of him, while he dismissed the crowds. 
And crowds there were—5,000 men, not counting the women and children, which means there may have been as many as 10,000 or even 20,000 people in that deserted place by the shore of Galilee.  They were fed now and satisfied, and from just five loaves of bread and two fish—the wonder of which is less that they were satisfied by such a small amount of food and more that they were satisfied at all.  They’d just learned of John’s death—John the man who’d perhaps baptized many of them in the river Jordan, who’d later been imprisoned in Herod’s household but whom Herod feared to have put to death because the crowd regarded him as a prophet.  
Well, now it had happened: John had been killed.  Worse, he’d been killed as dinner-party entertainment—when Herod told his stepdaughter, she who’d danced so compellingly for all his guests, that whatever she wanted he would grant her.  I imagine it was a boozy promise—Herod all heady from too much wine and too much of his stepdaughter.  Herodias, for her part, had long resented John for his condemning her marriage to Herod.  Never mind that it was unlawful—for Herod had once been her brother-in-law and now was her husband, for Herodias had once been married to Philip but, on his death, married her husband’s brother.  Never mind that this all was unlawful—the fact that John spoke the fact was unacceptable to her.  So when her daughter was asked her wildest wish that Herod might make it come true, she prompted the girl to request the head of John the Baptist on a platter.  When the girl was given it, she passed it along to her mother, having no desire for it herself.  As for the body, the pathetic broken body, John’s disciples came and collected it and buried it.
Then they went to Nazareth to tell Jesus.
And then Jesus withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself.  
John’s story runs through the gospel narrative like a slubbed thread running through otherwise fine tapestry.  John is the roughhewn foil to Jesus.  A few months older, John was the only son of old parents, while Jesus, a few months younger, was the first son of a woman very young.  As such, it’s reasonable to imagine Jesus’ parents looking to John’s for guidance, and Jesus in turn admiring, emulating, John.  I think of my little nephews’ attitude toward their big cousin Toby—asking their mother, my sister, about him; wondering what new wonders this great seven-year-old has mastered.  
Of course, as they grew older, they realized their differences.  But still the admiration was there.  Remember, John said to Jesus when Jesus had come down to the river Jordan, “Do you come to me?  I should be baptized by you!”  For his part, Jesus praised John for his fiery integrity in face of many who wished he’d tone it down:  “What do you look for in John?  A reed shaking in the wind?  A man dressed in soft robes?”  People wanted John to be all that, and a bag of chips.  As we want our celebrities to be today—doing their own stunts in action-adventure movies but also dressing up nice for the red carpet at premiers—people wanted John to be a prophet but also polite at a dinner party.  In defense of each of these two opposites, Jesus mocked such fickleness: “John came neither eating nor drinking, and people said, ‘Look!  He has a demon!’  [I] come eating and drinking, and people say, ‘Look, a glutton and drunkard!  A friend of tax collectors and sinners!’”  
On Jesus’ part, though, there was the added fact that John was the herald of the Messiah, the one to go before him to prepare the way.  In sum, as went John, so would go Jesus.  And now John had been killed—executed in a most humiliating way.
And so, when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself.  
But when the crowds heard it, they followed Jesus on foot from the towns.  For what reason, we don’t know.  To comfort Jesus?  To be comforted by him?  Or for some reason even less reasonable, some compulsion just to seek him out?  Whatever it was, Jesus had compassion for them, sitting them down when it was evening to have the disciples give them something to eat.
It would have been easy to do otherwise, you know.  It would have been easy to rally them as troops deployed for some sweet revenge.  It would have been easy to make of this crowd the very thing Herod had feared and so had kept John alive.  
But, of course, he didn’t do that.  Instead, he calmed them down and sat them down and, when evening had come, he had the disciples serve them supper, until all ate and were filled.  And this is the really amazing thing of it, less that is was a mere five loaves of bread and two fish that so filled them, and more that they were they were satisfied by anything less than Herod’s head on a platter.  A tale of two dinner parties, I once called this chapter from Matthew’s gospel: two pericopes best understood in the contrast that together they lay plain.
And then Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, to Galilee, while he dismissed the crowds.  And this is a throw-away point, right?  Yes, it’s strange that Jesus would want to be alone when dismissing the crowd, that Jesus would go to such effort to send the disciples off so he could do something alone that he might have more easily done with help.  But otherwise it’s unremarkable—unless you consider that Jesus would tell the disciples something similar to this at another time later on.  It was the night of his arrest, when Jesus took a loaf of bread and, after blessing it, broke it and gave it to the disciples and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.”  He then, of course, took a cup and gave thanks for it and gave it to the disciples and said, “Drink from it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”  And it was then that he said it: “You will all become deserters because of me this night…But after I am raised up, I will go ahead of you to Galilee.”
“I will go ahead of you to Galilee.”
It’s another contrast that begs our notice.  Especially since these, as his first words spoken after being put to death and then raised to life, really aren’t all that profound, it’s by contrast that they might be seen as significant, might have us awaken (for example) from a nap, suddenly hearing them together and wondering why the change and also when the change—from his making the disciples go ahead of him to he himself going ahead of them.
I think it happened during that night of grievous prayer.  
We’re not supposed to think about Jesus betraying his friends.  The night in Gethsemane before his crucifixion when he prayed, “Take this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done:”  this is supposed to be the night—the only night—when Jesus contended with second thoughts.  To be the Christ or not to be the Christ: that was the question that one night alone.  And even then, his second thoughts didn’t cost his friends a thing.  Sleeping the night away nearby, they were never at risk as Jesus begged to be spared.  Well, not so here.  Not so on this stormy sea.  When Jesus sent his friends ahead, something real was at stake for them, especially as evening fell and the boat was battered by waves and far from land, especially as Jesus stayed on the mountain by himself until morning, apparently able to see the boat at sea but unmoved to help.  We’re not supposed to conceive of Jesus behaving in this way.    
There was a YouTube video that made the rounds a year or so ago.  It had a male voiceover inviting the viewer to imagine a church where every member is passionately, whole-heartedly calling the shots.  Then there’s a clip of young man saying, “What about a church that starts when I get there?”  Then the voiceover answers, “Okay, when you arrive, we begin.”  Then there’s a clip of a young woman watering her flower garden.  She says, “I’d like a pastor to come to my house to deliver the sermon.”  The voiceover answers, “No problem.  Expect a knock at your door within 24 hours.”  An older woman puts down her book then and lifts her reading glasses.  “When I’m in the church service, can my car get a wash and a buff?”  “Not just that,” says the voiceover, “but an oil change and a tune-up.”  The final clip is of a boy on a bicycle.  “I’d like a pony,” he says into the camera.  “Look in your backyard,” says the voiceover, which has the boy agog and then, running away, ditching his bike.  I have no idea if this video was earnest or facetious—an earnest attempt of some church to appeal to everyone (their website was certainly earnest: hip and slick as conservative mega-churches can be; but still, fundamentally earnest) or if it was a facetious critique of the consumer mentality so often brought to religious practice.  Whatever.  It made me laugh when I saw it months ago.  Then I forgot about it until the middle of the night a few days ago, when I was again awoken about this story.
Jesus walking across the water to the disciples in their storm-tossed boat is a spectacle so awesome that the rest of the story often gets overlooked.  Here’s what else we might want to notice.  When the disciples were afraid at the sight of what they took to be a ghost, Jesus answered them, “Take heart.  I am.”  If you didn’t hear this when I read the story earlier, it’s because the translation doesn’t do this justice.  Ego eimi is how it reads in Greek, and almost everywhere else this is translated as “I am.”  I am the resurrection and the life; I am the good shepherd; I am the way, the truth, and the life: each of these echoing the Lord’s naming himself at Moses’ request when Moses found himself talking to a burning bush, “Who shall I say sent me?  What is your name?”  The bush said, “Tell them, ‘I Am’ has sent me.”  All of this is to say that, when Jesus said, “Take heart.  I Am,” he was proclaiming himself as ready once more, ready once again for his being at one with God.  
Here’s something else we might notice.  When Peter said, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water,” he was speaking another familiar phrase—but this having come from the tempter’s mouth when Jesus met him in the wilderness following his baptism by John in the river Jordan.  “If you are the Son of God,” the tempter said, “then command these stones to be turned to bread.  If you are the Son of God, “the tempter said, “then throw yourself down from this great height.”  But unlike when Jesus heard this from the tempter (that time long ago when he’d been strengthened by John’s just prior presence), here Jesus was perhaps still shaken (shaken perhaps by John’s sudden and violent absence).  For here he granted a tempter’s appeal; here Jesus granted Peter’s wrongful request.  (Incidentally, it was a mistake he wouldn’t make again, as we see later on when Peter listened as Jesus foretold for the first time his death and then had this to say: “God forbid it!  This must never happen to you!”  This time, Jesus got it right: “Get behind me, Satan.  For you’re a stumbling block to me.”)  But here he got the order of things wrong—though not as wrong as before, still not right.  For earlier he’d made the disciples go on ahead: and they ended up frightened in a stormy sea.  Now he had Peter join him on the water: and Peter, who of course is not the Son of God ended up frightened again and beginning now to sink, in sum worse off for not having been made simply to wait in the boat. 
I have to say I like the idea of Jesus going ahead of me.  I know Camus’s sweet turn of phrase: “Don’t walk in front of me; I may not follow.  Don’t walk behind me; I may not lead.  Walk beside me and be my friend.”  I like that.  In regard to many relationships, I really do.  But I also like the idea of Jesus going on ahead of me, going on ahead of us.  I imagine him—a sower of seeds far ahead in my path, a sower of seeds that I’ll come to enjoy and rejoice in when I arrive where he’d been.  I imagine him lighting a way into our shared future—a future that is dark with unknowns and yet may be light by him that we can make our way into it with hope and wonder.  I imagine this as real in time and in eternity; and it spurs me to continue on even when I fear there’s much to fear.  
And so, it follows that I don’t like the idea of Jesus faltering.  I don’t like the idea of Christ making his friends go on ahead because he’s not up to the task of going first, because he’s not up to the task of leading.  I don’t like the idea of Jesus saying, “You first,” now that the task seems terrible and terrifying—taking on the powers and principalities, as John did; redeeming the stupid violence of history, as not even John could.  So I went back to the story to find a better preaching point—something I actually wanted to say, something that would actually sound good as it should, something like a pony awaiting in the back yard.
But this isn’t the church of me, as that video encouraged its viewer to imagine.  This is the church of Jesus Christ, and I’m not always going to get what I want when I want it.  Not every story in scripture can be bent and shaped for the purpose of our edification, of our fortification.  Some stories some days just aren’t about us.  This one is about Jesus and John, and then Jesus alone, and then Jesus and God to whom he returned, by prayer, as one.  
And there is some reassurance in this: that though Jesus might he might have faltered, he then regained his strength; that though he might have slacked, he was then resolved.  The reassurance is that the path he traveled from fumbling to faithful is one we can travel, too.  For ahead of us he does go.  May our prayers be with him.
Thanks be to God.
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