Homily for people and parishes...

Readings: Genesis 37:1-4,12-28 Psalm 105:1-6, 16-22
Romans 10:4-15 Matthew 14:22-36

Just two months ago, | had the great joy of spending three weeks in Tuscany. Most of that
time was in the city of Florence but we also visited the smaller towns of Lucca, Pisa, and
Sienna. As we travelled from one place to another we passed through many vineyards for
this region is famous for Sangiovese wines. Happily, Tuscany has not had the wildfires that
have impacted other parts of Italy over recent weeks but Sicily and Sardinia, in the south,
have continuing fires, and even Piedmont in the north.

Sustained and punishing heat across Europe has created perfect, even unprecedented,
conditions for fire. So, on the news this week, we have seen fire fighters in the Bordeaux
region of France and in different parts of Spain. There has also been footage of firefighting
in parts of Scotland, England, and Wales which has all seemed very strange.

For images of bush fires and wildfires are not strange to us in Australia. The ferocity of
these fires; the loss of animal and human life; the loss of property; and the fierce
determination of firefighters are very familiar. It could even be said that these are part of
the Australia psyche; and that long before human settlement plant species in Australia
uniquely evolved to endure fires and regenerate after them.

Consequently, it is so strange to see vineyards and olive groves burning in Europe. To see
oak, elm, and birch trees burning... not the eucalypts we know so well.

There is a saying, often meant kindly, that ‘God will not give us anything more than we can
handle’. | have a sense of why people say this but | don’t think it is helpful or true. For one
thing it can imply that God is responsible for everything destructive in the life of a person or
a community; and for another, it can suggest that we should have the fortitude to deal with
whatever happens in our life by ourselves.

| think things happen in life that can take us beyond what we can handle alone for it does
not have to be a wildfire that tears our life apart. Each of us may have experienced
something we could not cope with by ourselves: a cancer diagnosis, a relationship
breakdown, redundancy, bullying or abuse, an injury, an accident, or even a death.
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The truth is that countless things can leave us feeling a bit broken and unable to keep going.
The suggestion that God has done this to us, knowing we will discover an internal resilience
previously hidden, is surely at odds with the understanding of God that Jesus offers? The
Good Shepherd, we are told by Jesus, does not wait for the lost sheep to find its way home,
but goes out to find it, and then carries it home (Luke 15:3-7).

Today’s Gospel describes Jesus taking time out to pray during a busy period of ministry and
this is worth noting because we often focus on the miraculous part of the story and forget
about the part which tells us that Jesus gave priority to prayer.

Jesus had dismissed the crowds and had told the disciples to go on ahead to their next
destination so he could have some time out. Clearly then, in the midst of a busy and
meaningful life Jesus prioritised time for solitude and prayer. There’s something powerful
in this for all of us inclined to fill our living with activity! When did we last step away from
the crowd, even for a short time? How would it be possible to make prayer, silence, and
solitude part of our daily or weekly rhythm?

But let’s get back to the lake!

The disciples travelled on to their next destination by boat and that’s not a surprise because
many of them were fishermen. These knew how to handle a boat and would have
developed the skill since they were young. Cpnsequently, | don’t imagine too much anxiety
among them when the boat was battered by the waves and wind. However, for those in
the boat who were not fishermen, | imagine some concern because things were looking
rough.

Into that experience — familiar to fishermen and unfamiliar to the rest — Jesus appeared...
walking towards them on the water! The disciples were so discombobulated by this that
they thought it was not their teacher but rather a ghost!

Jesus called out reassuringly — and Peter responded in a surprising way. Instead of asking
Jesus to hurry over and get in the boat, Peter asked Jesus to call him out of the boat to walk
on the water. Out from the familiar and safe place of the boat, and onto the water where
he was likely to drown. Jesus said to Peter, ‘Come!” Come away from what is familiar and
safe; come away from what you’ve always known and done; ...come, and risk something
new!
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And we’re told that Peter got out of the boat and started to walk on the water. What faith
Peter had, to leave the boat and respond to that call to try something new. | think there’s
something for us to consider in this — as individuals, as congregations, and as a Church.
Because | think Jesus — now the Christ — still says ‘Come! Come and risk something new!’

As he walked on the water, Peter then looked around at the waves and realised that what
he doing was not normal and he became afraid. In desperation he then called out to Jesus,
‘Lord, save me!’

The response of Jesus is important because he did not fold his arms and say, ‘Come on
Peter, | know you can handle this! Just take a deep breath and climb back onto the surface
of the water!’

Rather, the Gospel tells us that immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught Peter
before he went under the waves.

So, one of the gifts in this Gospel reading is the reminder that when we feel overwhelmed
by things, we can be like Peter, and cry out in prayer, ‘Lord, save me!” That we can reach
out to God, and reach out to others, for help until we are back in ‘the boat’. For the fire
impacted communities of Italy, France, Spain and the UK; and for all people who are
wounded by war, grief, and fear - this is good news.

However, there has also been the reminder in today’s reading that as individuals, and as a
Church, God sometimes calls us out of the boat. That God can call us away from familiar
ways of thinking and doing, into new patterns of faithfulness and activity.

In God’s grace, | wonder what speaks most clearly to you today: the promise of help when
life is overwhelming; or the call to consider something new?

Would you please join me as we close in prayer:

Life-giving God,

we give thanks for your love and call,

and for the way that we can meet you in prayer

no matter what is going on in our lives.

We ask for your blessing on all whose lives are impacted by fires;
and on all who are impacted by war.

We ask in the name of the one who calmed the storm,

Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen
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