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Matthew 14:22-33

Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side,
while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the
mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the
boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. And
early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. But when the disciples saw
him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried out in
fear.

But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid." Peter
answered him, "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." He said,
"Come." So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.
But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried
out, "Lord, save me!" Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to
him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt?" When they got into the boat, the wind ceased.
And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God."

The Word of the LORD.
Thanks be to God.

It's 1979 in small town Kentucky.

And the 5th grade music class at Jennie Rogers Elementary school (put up picture) is
learning a new song--and the song is about Jesus walking on the water.

(play audio for the first 28 seconds or so. Then quiet it down to keep playing for a
few more seconds while I am still talking)

Yes, this is a public school--and our teacher has us singing a song about Jesus.

[ already knew what I was going to do about it. And [ would do it as soon as I got
home: Tell my dad! (fade out music)

(Back to MMS)
This isn’t the first time my sisters and [ had come home to tell my mom and dad that we

were being taught Christian songs, read to out of the Bible and told we were going to go to
hell if we didn’t believe in Jesus in the Danville public schools.



And every time, my dad, a religion professor at Centre College and an ordained
Presbyterian Minister, would call the principal or go to the school to remind him that the
public schools cannot endorse or encourage the Christian faith in the classroom.

But it just kept happening.

[ had another teacher that started reading from the Bible to my 6th grade class and before
she started she said, “All you Jews and Jehovah’s Witnesses in the room don’t have to
listen.”

When my dad went to the school and told the principal about that, the principal vowed to
nip it in the bud at the next faculty meeting.

Word got back to my dad that the principal told the faculty, without naming the name of the
particular teacher, that teachers could not endorse Christianity in their classrooms, they
could not read the Bible to evangelize to their students, and that teachers cannot single out
non-Christian students and tell them to just not to listen to make either of those things ok
to do in a public school.

The teacher who had read the Bible to my 6th grade class and told certain students “just
don’t listen” apparently leaned over to a colleague in the meeting and said, “now who in the
world would do a thing like that?”

What does it mean to get caught, when you can’t see you are the one who needs
catching?

There are lots of ways of getting caught--but perhaps the least transformative way is when
you don’t even realize that you are the one who’s been caught.

It might sound like a simple problem--the problem of not seeing yourself clearly. But it's
really a very murky one--much like those stormy seas that had the disciples scared out of
their wits of Jesus walking on the water.

(play the stormy sea video here)

The boat carrying the disciples was getting punished by the waves--Jesus is coming to them
when they are in serious distress. So, seeing him walking on the water toward them
actually doesn’t alleviate their distress. Jesus walking toward them creates more distress.

Jesus tells them not to be afraid as the seas rage on. Easy for you to say, Jesus, you haven’t
been on this boat getting tossed around in this unrelenting storm all night.



Then Peter speaks up. In a tangled-up conflation of all kinds of things--faith, doubt, fear,
courage, surrender and holding on for his dear life.

(Back to MMS)

Only Matthew’s gospel adds this story about Peter to the account of Jesus walking on the
stormy seas. The Gospel writer needed this story for some reason. And so do we.

Faith is not a static thing you have or don’t have. Faith is a way of life, a disposition, a way
of being in the world. A muscle that you must exercise for it to be strong, for it to be able to
stretch and bear weight and take the stress of life in a world like this one.

Just like any muscle, faith is a muscle you have to use or you will lose it--it will atrophy, it
will weaken, it will tear, it will not be able to do its job any more.

Peter is exercising his faith muscle--and the fear that washes over him when he takes his
eyes off Jesus isn’t necessarily a failure of faith as much as it is a loss of focus, or even a
moment of self-awareness.

The word here distazo, translated as doubt, doesn’t mean skepticism. Peter’'s moment of
need isn’t about him posing a philosophical question about the veracity of Jesus’s

power. This word translated as doubt means something more like vacillation or hesitation-
-it's wavering more than it is wondering.

You know that feeling--that feeling of being unsure--maybe unsure about yourself, the
feeling of being more unsure about yourself than being unsure about God.

What if Peter’s moment of doubt is really a moment of truth--about him and the way he
needs to get caught. The very question Peter poses to Jesus indicates that he needs Jesus’
help making sense of what is happening on those stormy seas. He needs to know what it
means for him, Peter, and his relationship to those seas. Is he supposed to be able to do
what Jesus can do?

And the answer is yes and no! Faith must step into the storm. And faith must hold on to
Jesus in order to not be consumed by the tumult.

Faith is believing that Jesus catches us when the bottom is dropping out--Jesus’ catch is not
to let us off easy. Getting caught by Jesus shows us the way to navigate the storm in a world
as cruel as ours.

The call is to step into the waters. The call is to grab onto the hand of the one who knows
how to liberate the world. How else can we believe that the storm isn’t all there is?




Getting caught red handed means caught in the act--it comes from 15th century Scottish
laws about catching someone with blood on their hands--suggesting clear justification of
punishment for murder or animal poaching.

Honor (not his real name) remembers sitting in the police station when he was 15 years old
for hours and hours with blood on his hands. The police wouldn’t let him wash his hands.

The prosecuting attorney wanted Honor to be held on $50,000 bail. He was looking at
multiple felonies and years and years in prison.

Honor’s life was caught in so many different ways: caught by systems, injustices, tragic
moments, and what the structures of justice want to call “second chances.”

He tells his story on the NPR podcast, “Caught,” along with Z, Willie, Stephen, Maria, James,
and Desiree. Those are the names of children, kids caught in the American criminal justice
system that tells them they are being held accountable for their actions.

Honor was 15 when he stabbed his sister. The police came after he called 911. It had been
another fight between his mom and his sister. He doesn’t even remember doing it--trauma
can do that. After all those years of experiencing homelessness, after all those years of
being sick with diabetes and leukemia--Honor had been getting chemotherapy while his
family was living in a homeless shelter, after all the trauma and mental health struggles
including suicide attempts, Honor was more than overwhelmed. He blamed himself for it
all--even the cancer and the burdens that treatment was creating for his family.

The day the stabbing happened, it was the anniversary of him finding out he had cancer
and he was scheduled to start taking medication for his anxiety the next day.

What does it mean to get caught, to have blood on your hands, when lives and pain and
suffering are caught in systems of oppression, abuse, terror, and trauma?

The stormy seas of white supremacy culture destroy lives, families, spirits, and souls and
then blame those ravaged by it for their own pain. What would happen if America could
collectively acknowledge that white supremacy has been caught red-handed for the crimes
against humanity that it has perpetrated?

(Show EJI video)

What does it mean to get caught? What does it mean to get caught when you can'’t see
you are the one who needs catching?

Honor so far has been diverted into a few different programs that have kept him out of
adult prison. One of those is the Family Rising program--that includes family therapy,
mandatory attendance at school, and a support system of therapists and social workers
involved in Honor’s everyday life.



Locking up a child in an adult jail for one year costs $118,000, the Families Rising program
Honor is participating in costs $10,000 a year.

Honor’s story is really not about him being caught red-handed. It's about America’s
culpability--it's about the blood on the hands of all who prop up the systems that keep
white supremacy churning and churning out its reign of terror.

And in these stormy seas of a country that has criminalized Black, Brown, and Indigenous
people, in these stormy seas of a country defined by state sanctioned violence and a
destructive and dehumanizing obsession with punishment that has no redeeming value for
anyone--including those who are the victims of violent crime, who is it that needs to get
caught?

Grace Covenant, as we step out in faith--trying to trust Jesus in these stormy seas of the
culture we're caught in, as we step out in faith--even wavering, unsure faith, don’t get
distracted by the strong winds of resistance to change that are trying to keep the status quo
in place.

Don't get distracted by the powerful stake-holders in maintaining the status quo trying to
play the victim. Don’t get distracted by the red herrings of false problems they are trying to
scare us about like “cancel culture” and “law and order” and “cultural chaos.”

The real problem is not that people and systems are being called out, the real problem is
the way white supremacy has damaged our ability to know what true accountability even
is.

White supremacy culture teaches us to mix up making a mistake with being a mistake. And
that distortion can put up formidable defenses in us when it comes to seeing the ways we
need to get caught. That distortion teaches us to garner all our energy to fight off the pain of
shame and embarrassment, of being wrong or of being someone who has done harm.

But Jesus wants to teach us about true accountability--the kind that believes in your
capacity to be healed and redeemed.

True accountability doesn’t destroy lives and spirits and souls, it restores the golden
threads that connect us to each other and to God.

At Grace Covenant we are working to get better at accountability.

The “Me and White Supremacy” initiative, and all the work we have been doing these last
four years together, through PART, through CST, through education and advocacy and
Serve, and building visioning team and Bible Study and through building stronger
relationships with each other--everything we are doing and have done is about getting
caught on every layer of who we are as a people of faith.



Without God’s love we are sinking, drowning in that stormy sea of a culture that has
socialized us with lies and weighted us down with mistrust and distracted us with fears
and divided us with dominance and consumption and greed. Without God'’s love we are
hard pressed to see ourselves clearly and to see how we need healing ourselves.

Accountability requires a bigger picture. It’s personal and it’s also not personal--it’s about
systems and it is about relationships. It’s about hard truth and liberating truth. It's about
deep listening and it’s about self-awareness--like Peter’s moment of truth on those stormy
seas--he had enough faith to step out and enough humility to call out and enough trust to
be called out and to be called in to a love that wasn’t going to let him sink.

Grace Covenant, as we stretch our faith muscles and try to get better at true and healing
accountability, don’t take your eyes off the hand of the great liberator who knows how

much better this world can be when everyone is free.

Thanks be to God.



