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The first time I saw you,
Shock blasted through me
And I was afraid.

These opening words of "Fighting to Stand", a poem by Kathy Galloway, make me think of the story we just
heard. There was strong movement of water and wind; fear broke in, the disciples were scared to death. When
you are scared, taken by fear, it is hard to stand. When you are scared, taken by fear, you see what doesn't
exist, or what you see is distorted. The disciples saw a ghost, and one of them sank.

This story, as with many other stories in the Gospels and in the Bible, has symbolic character. The description
of the stormy, battering waves with the boat far from land and the wind unfavourable, symbolizes the
insecurity and disturbance that the communities of the first century were facing. The disciples represent the
church.

The Gospel of Matthew was written 80 years after Christ. That means about 50 years after the death and
resurrection of Jesus. Some of the stories didn't happen exactly as they are written. And some of them may not
have happened at all. They were either collected from the common memory, or developed by the communities
themselves in order to teach who Jesus was, and the important values they wanted to affirm and to preserve.
So, the story we heard this morning is a metaphor that speaks of the disturbances and instabilities we face as
individuals and as community of faith.

Some of us were taught that if we have faith, if we are connected to God through prayer, we will be protected
against the disturbances and instabilities of life. But that is not always true. Life has its own dynamics. Some
are favorable to us, making us joyful and fulfilled. Some are unfavorable and crash against us. Sometimes our
experience affirms who we are, the way we think and live. Sometimes it is disruptive, going against our
concepts, perceptions, ways of viewing things. Sometimes we feel accepted, sometimes rejected. We
experience beauty and happiness one day; and pain and suffering the following day. We get sick, we loose
people we love. Not long ago we prayed for Nora, in the loss of her mother. We prayed for the people of
Norway in the loss of their young sons and daughters two weeks ago. We keep praying for people in the horn
of Africa, who are dying of hunger. We cried together over the last month as we said goodbye to several
members of our community. We will cry today again when we say goodbye to Paul, Rachel, Jasmine and
Angus. Life is not always favorable in the sense of bringing joy and fulfillment to those who have faith.

Emptiness, loneliness, fear, and anguish are part of our every day lives; so too are courage, fellowship,
connectedness, and pleasure. All these form our experience, again and again. Isn't it in this tension that growth
happens? To grow mature, to grow wise, to grow in love, comprehension, forgiveness, justice, to grow in faith
â�� all of these are not easy processes. Many times, they include the experience of 'sinking,' to use the
symbolism of the story.

Are you experiencing any sense of 'sinking'? What is pushing you down? Doubts, fear, anguish, lack of
options, lack of clarity, death, illness, pain, lack of perspective, uselessness, impatience, inadequacy,
uncertainty about what is to come?

The disciples were afraid and thought they were seeing a ghost. Jesus approaches and invites them, through
Peter, to the adventure of walking on the water. Walking on the water is a metaphor for all that keeps us from
sinking. But more than that, it points to all those possibilities of finding excitement and fulfillment in life even
when we recognize there is a great danger underneath. It points to the possibilities lying beyond what seems to
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be an unusual situation, the possibilities lying beyond a new moment, a new experience, a new place.

What brings you excitement, fulfillment, joy? What helps you to find meaning in life, in words, in someone?
What rescues you from sadness, loneliness and pain? What is meaningful in the life you share with others in
this community? Where does your strength reside?

We are all like Peter. We jump on the water and walk on it knowing where we are going. Then suddenly we
doubt, we fear and start sinking. But then there is a voice, a hand, a gesture, a song perhaps that pushes us up
and places us on the surface again. Sometimes we believe so strongly that nothing can stop us. Sometimes our
faith is so weak that we need help. I mean, faith in ourselves, faith in others, faith in God. We all live in this
constant dynamic of going down and coming up. What we need to remember is that wherever we are, God is
with us. Many times, just being there, many times, saving us, even if we don't see it, or if what we see is a
distorted image, a ghost.

I finish with Kathy Galloway's poem, "Fighting to Stand".

"The first time I saw you,
Shock blasted through me
And I was afraid.

Being who I am,
that is,
attracted by danger,
drawn towards the edge,
rushing headlong towards the crack,
I desire to plunge headlong into the fear,
immerse myself,
swim about in it,
make its unfamiliar waters mine.

But, being who I am,
that is,
constrained by carefulness,
respectful of territorial rights,
regarding of the consequences
(to myself and others)
I scream to a halt at the edge,
and dabble my toes in the water,
test it cautiously,
draw back when I get out of my depth.

And, being who I am,
that is,
fiercely analytical,
self-witnessing,
conscious of my consciousness,
I observe myself, caught,
too careful for abandonment,
too passionate for detachment,
poised precariously on the edge,
struggling for balance.
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Perhaps the chock is not so much your otherness,
that sense of different worlds
whose language I have no command of,
whose outlines bear no recognizable landmarks
(though these might be enough,
so far it is to travel even to their borders).

Perhaps the chock is more a recognition
of someone else
balanced on the knife-edge
fighting to stand."

And the voice says, "don't be afraid".
And that will be enough.
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