
 1 

Sermon NotesSermon NotesSermon NotesSermon Notes     St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost  1Pentecost  1Pentecost  1Pentecost  13333    

10101010 August August August August 2008 2008 2008 2008    

Preacher 

The Chris Albany 

Rector    
Readings:  1 Kings 19. 9-18;  Psalm 85. 8-13;  Romans 10. 4-15;  Matthew 14.22-36 

 

Do not be afraid it is I 

 
I need you to start feeding me jokes, which are suitable for use in church.  A report of church research 
has revealed that worship services targeting non-Christian does not seem to be correlated with quality 
of growth but having laughter in church does.  To the question, “our worship services target primarily 
non-Christians only three percent of growing churches said yes.  Whereas to the question there is a lot 
of laughter in our church 68 percent of growing churches said yes.  It makes sense, “laughter in church 
comes out of loving open and trusting relationships.  If church going is enjoyable others are more likely 
to be invited.”  That reminds me of the story of the preacher who had a member of the congregation, 
who he knew always wrote a cheque for the offertory but left the amount of the cheque blank until after 
the sermon.  He then filled in the amount depending on how he judged the sermon.  The preacher began 
to look eagerly for the parishioners cheque each week to see how he been rated.  $20 to $30 was about 
the average, so around that was acceptable.  Occasionally it was $50 or $60,so the preacher knew he 
had done very well that day.  There even was the celebrated day when the cheque was for $100. One 
day however, the preacher decided it wasn’t such a good idea to look out for the cheque after all.  This 
day there was no cheque, only a piece of paper, which said you, owe me $20.  Enough of that.   
 
Let’s turn our attention for a moment to today’s gospel passage.  This incident beside the sea happened 
just after the feeding of the 5000. Jesus has sent the disciples off in the boat and having dispersed the 
crowd gives himself a break – he goes up the mountain alone – to pray. In a sense he is recharging of 
the batteries after meeting the demands of the crowd. Worth doing from time to time, taking time out to 
connect with God and be re-energised.  Then when the going is getting tough for the disciples, boat 
battered by the waves, far from land, wind against them Jesus comes walking on the water towards 
them and they understandably are afraid – terrified. And Jesus speaks It is I (“I am)“do not be afraid. 
Gerard Hughes the author of God of Surprises tells us that the most frequent phrase in the Bible is “do 
not be afraid.”   
 
Fear is a useful emotion, it can help keep us safe, but it is also the most crippling of emotions.  It can 
paralyse us; restrict our freedom and our acting and our loving. Our living out of God’s call to us, 
whatever that may be. That was certainly the case for Elijah. 
 
Elijah has been seeking to respond to God’s call to be a prophetic voice to God’s people but now feels 
he has to escape. After all, he has just participated in the massacre of 100’s of prophets or priests of 
Baal.  Understandably, the king and queen are ‘not happy’ at this and threaten Elijah. Elijah just wants 
to curl up and die. It is too difficult.  Too difficult to confront. Too difficult to be out there. Too 
difficult to get involved. After his violent,  seeming victory things do not change for the better. Elijah 
has to learn that God is in the gentle breeze – not the spectacular. Real change is incremental. Justice 
does not come overnight. Elijah also has to learn the lesson that God does not approve of violence, that 
God does not need people killed to protect God’s name. 
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Things began well for Elijah, as for Peter - until he took the risk of accepting Jesus' invitation to come 
across the water.  It is not easy to trust when one is being hunted in the desert or walking on stormy 
seas. It is not easy to keep going when others do not seem to share one’s values or passion. It is not 
easy when one faces turbulence or break down in a relationship, or unemployment, making ends meet, 
or the death of a spouse or partner or child, or living with a terminal or chronic illness.  It can seem 
difficult to stay on top of the rough waters especially when we thought we were doing God’s work, 
doing the right thing. We question: ‘Where is God?’ or ‘Isn’t God supposed to help those who do the 
right thing?’ or ‘Whose side is God on anyway? It is at these times we might like to join Elijah seeking 
shelter in a cave a long way from the storms, or our voice blends with Peter's, ‘Lord, save me!’ Peter 
ever the bold one decides to get in on the water walking act but he gets frightened and begins to sink. 
You can hear the panic in his voice can’t you as he cries out “Lord save me! And Jesus reaches out his 
hand and catches him and gently rebukes him Why did you doubt? Don’t you know by now that you 
are safe with me.  
 
Sometimes walking on water might be easier than overcoming or facing some other issues – like 
forgiving where there is resentment and bitterness; being a peacemaker where there is suffering and 
conflict; being compassionate where there is hardness of heart; preaching the good news while the 
world staggers under the weight of hopelessness and fearfulness.  There are other moments that can be 
tumultuous: speaking out and not remaining silent in the face of wrong; when we take a stand that 
might be in opposition to the belief of family, friends and colleagues; when we try to do what is right in 
face of racism, the forces of poverty, urban problems, government intransigence or even the church.   
 
Is it not true that we too get fearful, we like Elijah and Peter sometimes get into the middle of some 
project or activity, begun with enthusiasm and when it takes longer than we thought, obstacles appear, 
we become discouraged maybe even fearful and are inclined to give up. We need to hear God saying to 
us in the depth of our being, “do not be afraid – for I am with you (and for you-not over against you).  I 
suspect that it is no mistake that, I am with you” or a phrase with that meaning, is the second most 
frequent phrase in the scriptures.  It bears thinking about – “do not be afraid I am with you” – a stark 
contrast to the negative message, based around guilt and fear, which some Christians seem to focus on. 
 
You and I are called to witness to the resurrection.  That in some ways is the definition of a Christian.  
A witness to the resurrection.  To life giving Easter faith and the values that lead to the making of 
peace and doing of justice.  Someone who knows and shares with others the fact that Christ is risen and 
is to be known and experienced as one journeys through life.  Very often we are very tentative about 
sharing our faith with others – of letting them in the difference that life lived in intentional relationship 
with God makes. Is it that we are perhaps just a little afraid of people’s responses? That we will be 
made to feel uncomfortable? The resurrection of Jesus assures us that there is nothing to be afraid of 
that we have no need to fear because not even death can contain our God.  Perhaps the question that 
needs to be asked is, “has Jesus appeared to us in some meaningful way?”  Can we pinpoint when and 
where?  Have we stopped being afraid?  Do we believe, or do we half think it might all really have 
been a bit of a hoax.  Are we free enough to pass on the good news – Christ is risen and is to be known 
in so many ways, not least as we make Eucharist together and Christ is made known to us in the 
breaking of bread.   
 
_______________________________ 

With acknowledgement to Fr Claude Mostowik msc for ideas contained in his reflections on today’s readings in 
his Liturgy Resources made available at liturgies@erc.org.au  


