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In his day, Elijah was a mighty prophet. But he was also a bit of a showman and a show-off as well. As we come upon the prophet Elijah in the cave on Mount Horeb today, we might want to remember why he’s hiding there. In a flashy, prophetic show of  “my god is better than your god,” Elijah had just slaughtered all 450 of Queen Jezebel’s priests, and in the most humiliating way imaginable. When Queen Jezebel learned of their murder, she sent word to Elijah that when she got her hands on him, he’d be sorry. Jezebel didn’t make idle threats and Elijah was terrified of what would happen to him . 
So he  ran away until he was exhausted; he collapsed under a tree; and he prayed that God would take his life before Jezebel had the chance. Some of the scripture commentaries try to clean up that incident under the tree by saying that Elijah was “distressed.” But it sounds to me more like Elijah was just plain de-pressed – experiencing that deep darkness  that grabs us all at one time or another, when life is just too much for us, when we feel like giving up, and we wonder whether our lives have even made any difference in the world. been worthwhile. But instead of taking Elijah’s life, God gave him food and drink, and sent him to the same mountain where Moses had met God years before. I imagine that being the showman that he was, Elijah might have appreciated the show of hurricane winds, earthquakes, and fire where he might have encountered a God who. Was as much of a showman as Elijah himself. But that didn’t happen. In the end, Elijah got his groove back when he was able to find God in the simple, loving whisper that repeated a call he had responded to so many years before.

Once Elijah was able to focus his energies once again on God, and not on his fear, he was able to continue his prophetic mission. And so it was with Peter in the Gospel today. There’s probably not a more symbolic story in the entire New Testament than the story of Jesus walking on the water. Just as they did in the Genesis creation story, water, wind and waves all represent chaos. God brought order from that original chaos. And as Jesus walks on that water and through that wind, he shows us that same power of God present in him. 

The disciples are frightened, as well they should be. The Sea of Galilee has about the same topography as our Like Erie. They both lie well below sea level; they’re both surrounded by high hills; and subsequently, they're both subject to sudden climate changes than can raise waves in the middle of the lake, spontaneously, seemingly from out of nowhere. Sailors have lost their lives on Lake Erie as they have on the Sea of Galilee, and the disciples had to understand they were in danger. So in this story, the disciples are symbolic of all humankind – afraid of things that frighten us when they come upon us unawares. Huddled together in the comfort of the boat – symbolic of what was familiar to them – do they pray? Do they trust? Apparently not. Instead, they see their trusted friend and teacher Jesus, walking on the water toward them. And sounding a lot like the gang in Scooby Doo’s Mystery Machine, we hear them say, “Ruh-roh, it’s a ghost!”
But not Peter. He’s the hopeful symbol of those of us who are willing to move beyond our fear. He’s the symbol of those who of us are willing to accept the invitation to get out of the boat, move out of our  comfort zone, and experience life in all its unanticipated  twists, turns, and surprises. Peter is Everyman, truly desiring to follow the call of God in his life. Until – like Elijah – Peter loses his focus. He gives into his fear. And he begins to sink into the chaos. Peter had the potential to walk on that water with Jesus. He had the divine spark of God within him. But apparently, his fear made him forget that. 
Yet not for long. Peter prays a prayer of faith that might be on all our lips these days. As one scripture scholar says, Peter’s is a prayer of strength, not length. Two short words.  “Save me.” And even though Jesus asked Peter why he had so little faith, I want to believe that what Peter had was great faith. When invited to get out of the boat, he walked toward Jesus in faith. When frightened, he prayed. That’s all God can ask of any of us. . 

We hear a call to growth, to movement away from our fears. We step out. We get scared. We pray. We may doubt, but at our core, we are people of great faith. Our lives are not so much  Eat, Pray, Love as they are Walk, Fear, Pray. That is our spiritual journey, as it was for Elijah and for Peter as well. Walk, Fear, Pray.         
There’s plenty of frightening wind and waves on our own Sea of Galilee  these days. An upcoming election. A worldwide pandemic. Our children’s education. Gun violence. Political  corruption. Systemic racism. White privilege. We have good reason to huddle in our little boats, holding onto each other for dear life. But Jesus will always come walking across those waves. He’ll always say,  “Don’t be afraid, it’s just me.” And it’s up to us then to greet him as a ghost or as a god. Believe me, God is always the better option. So we get out of our boats. We walk on water. We take risks. And when we start to sink – which,  being human,  we will– we  pray the only prayer there is to pray. “Save me.” 

Walk. Fear Pray. We’ll do that throughout our lives. It’s like instructions on a shampoo bottle – Wash. Rinse.  Repeat. That is our cycle of faith, hope and trust. It worked for Elijah. It worked for Peter. And in our own times of confusion and chaos, it will work for us. AMEN.
Takeaway: We’re all called to take risks, to “step out in faith.” And being afraid doesn’t say as much about our faith as it does our human condition.  Just keep getting out of your boat. Don’t be ashamed to Walk. Fear. Pray.            

  .

2

