19th Sunday Ordinary Time - A
Kings 19:11-13

Romans 9:1-5


Matthew 14:22-33

If the passage from Matthew sounds familiar, there is a good reason: It is also included in Mark’s gospel.  Matthew however adds a few details that are not part of Mark’s telling of Jesus and the apostles on the lake when the storm comes up.

Many biblical scholars believe today’s reading from Matthew was written by someone not named Matthew, certainly not the Matthew the alleged tax-collector whom Jesus invited to be an apostle.  This gospel comes to us from a second generation of Christians, most probably written after the other apostles had died.  The author was likely a Jewish person as opposed to the author of the Gospel of Mark who is generally regarded by scholars as a gentile.  So, even though much of what Matthew includes from Mark’s gospel into his own gospel, we see it with a different world view of Jesus.  Matthew may have been a Jewish leader or scholar, perhaps even a rabbi who converted to Christianity.  This assumption is based on the author’s style of writing and the fact that his arguments about Jesus don’t reflect the way a tax-collector would have understood the Old Testament references.  Matthew and the community for whom this gospel was written are caught somewhere between the traditional Jewish community and the Christian religion.
The first reading and the gospel passage are stories of people who want to get away.  Elijah was on the run from Queen Jezebel.   We hear in an earlier passage from the Book of Kings that he had killed 400 of her prophets.   Revenge was on the Queen’s mind.  So Elijah was hiding in a cave.  God promises that he will come to visit.  God is not in the storm, or earthquake or fire.  It is the soft whisper of God’s voice that gives Elijah the courage to go out and be prophet to the people once again.

In a different way, Jesus is trying to get away too.  He is beyond worn out.  His cousin, John has been beheaded.  People keep coming around with needs only he can take care of:  they are hungry, they are afraid, they are lost, they are sick.  Jesus keeps on healing and teaching but as the song goes, he is “running on empty.” He sends the people away, he sends the apostles away, and he tries to find a quiet place and some time to recharge, to reconnect with God.  When the storm comes up, he heads back to the lake to make sure the apostles know he has not left them, has not given up on them.
The wind dies down: Peter wants to be absolutely certain it is Jesus coming toward him on the lake, not a ghost or apparition.  We all know what happens.  Peter starts out strong, and then thinks about what he is doing, the operative word being what HE is doing.  He takes his eyes off Jesus and begins to sink.

Sometimes we may feel like Elijah or Jesus because we just want to get away.  Maybe we are too full of the world news, the local news, and the political news.  The current threat of one upmanship between the President and the leader of North Korea may have us worn down to the point of exhaustion.  We may want to hide in a cave until it passes by.

It may also be the nonstop violence and injustice plaguing our county and the world that have us weary and worn.  We would like to find peaceful places and pal around with people who agree with us. Worse still, we may feel powerless to watch. We may hold a deep fear of current government policies that seem to be chipping away at our democracy:  Fake news, name-calling, dirty money all of it.  Enough we say.
Perhaps it is something closer to home: a loved one recently diagnosed with a horrible disease; a child or other family member in the ravages of an addiction; or it might even be our own poor health. Family problems, job problems, money problems, we just would like it to end

We can, like Peter, keep our eyes on Jesus and be inspired to go forward.  Or our fear can stop us in the midst of everything around us.

If we are to be salt and light as Disciples of Christ, we must stay centered in God.  It may be through quiet prayer, meditation, music, yoga or a long walk in the beauty of nature.  It may simply be a chance to breathe. 
Matthew’s gospel reminds us over and over about our need to refocus ourselves on Christ.  Just like the apostles. Jesus touches them, speaks to them and they are no longer afraid. The same thing happens to the Church and to us when we stop paying attention to Jesus, to the way of life he asks us to live: to be just; to be honest; to be concerned for one another; to be forgiving and to accept and honor one another as all made in the image and likeness of God.  We too sink.

However, here in this community, we can be encouraged and lifted up by the way people here keep their eyes on Jesus and are strong in faith.  We pray for and with one another, we give our time visiting the sick, making phone calls to people who can’t get out much anymore. We help supply food pantries and contribute paper products to people here at St. John’s.  We write letters and make phone calls sign petitions urging lawmakers to protect people with healthcare and a living wage. The list goes on and on. Are we perfect? No, of course not.  Do we get distracted or discouraged? Of course.  But then we come together for Eucharist and are welcoming and genuine in offering support and friendship and smiles that include everyone.
After communion today we will sing “Goodness is Stronger than Evil.”  We believe it, we know it.  When we get back in touch with who we are, and who God is, we can have confidence and strength to keep going. We find the courage to get out of the comfort of our own boats and walk toward Jesus.  We just can’t look down!
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