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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Jesus Reached Out” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

Isaiah 41:1, 8-10 Matthew 14:22-33 

 
I used the quote from Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz for our words for Meditation, because I 

knew Marty was showing a clip from the Wizard of Oz during Midweek Manna.  And it 

prompted me to think about that movie, because as children we watched every year. But I will 

also note that remembering that movie, watched oh so many times, the idea that Dorothy, the Tin 

Man, and Scarecrow were scared   as they skipped through the woods chanting, Lions and 

Tiger’s and Bears, Oh My!  didn’t frighten me nearly as much as those flying monkeys that came 

later!  Now that was something that gave nightmares to children!  

I know I wanted to see that movie when it came up every year, and I also knew to bury my face 

in a pillow when that scene was coming up, anticipating the fear and therefore trying to avoid it.     

But I also think the reason that movie carries such a strong memory for me in terms of being 

frightened   is that I don’t remember my parents generally letting us watch scary movies.  In so 

many ways they protected us from scary things, including movies. 

And for so many reasons, I have no logical answer for a fear    that encroached on my life, later   

as an adult.   And to explain this, I actually have to tell you the story. I was in my mid 20’s and 

was in Chicago at the Merchandise Mart on a buying trip for a small chain of stores I worked for.    

The Merchandise Mart is a many storied building, with floors of showrooms filled with 

merchandise displayed to entice you to buy quantities of items at wholesale for your retail stores. 

I had been there several times. Another buyer and I decided to start on the top floor and work our 

way down.  So we got into the elevator, and as we moved up floor by floor more people got on 

each time the doors opened. I was chatting away with someone, and as we neared the top I 

looked toward the doors and realized the elevator was packed with people and we were squeezed 

in at the back. All I saw was a sea of backs and heads…and a feeling of panic, that I had not felt 

before washed over me.  It was so strong, I pushed my way to the front and got out as soon as the 

doors opened!  And for the rest of the day I walked down, floor by floor as I shopped through the 

showrooms. 

I have no explanation, nothing bad actually happened.  We didn’t get stuck, the elevator didn’t 

lurch down a few floors. But that feeling that erupted for me that day began to infuse itself in 

other ways.  Stairs chosen instead of elevators – not really a bad thing unless it was a tall 

building and time was short     , but I found myself also avoiding things, like going to a concert 

or the ballet. I found myself feeling terribly anxious driving through tunnels and over long 
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bridges, and then came the opportunity for my husband and I to go to New York together     and I 

refused to go…the idea of being stuck inside an airplane seemed impossible!  None of these 

feelings had any logical basis, it was a fear that I couldn’t seem to control.  Indeed, I did breath 

and pray myself through a few things    but mostly I started avoiding more and more things! 

And then, a few years later, for my seminary/Congregational training, I had to fly to Boston for a 

seminar, and I knew I somehow had to do it…I didn’t really want to avoid it. And I boarded that 

plane,  and when I got off the plane, I took the subway to the area we were to stay for the week,    

rolling my suitcase along, praying and taking long slow breaths, distracting myself by talking to 

people.   

And at the end of the week, I flew home. No problem.  And for quite awhile I felt “cured”!     

But I will admit, there are sometimes unexpected moments when a wave of that feeling will 

wash over me. And I tell you this story, not because it is a story of unrealistic fear like Dorothy, 

the Tin Man, and Scarecrow imagining something in the woods…and not because it is a story of 

triumphant faith that overcame that fear once and for all.                                            

I tell it because I am a human being that is privileged to live a very good life, that knows and 

leans toward God’s presence – and something like Peter, when he stepped out into that lake…I 

will sometimes be fearless and occasionally and temporarily overcome.  But whatever the case, I 

do know God is somehow there. 

We all have moments…or longer…of fear, don’t we?    There is the kind of fear that some seak 

out,  like bungy jumping or riding rollar coasters and watching scary movies embracing  the 

“thrill” of fear.   

And, there are very real situations in which that caution of fear may cause us to be more aware   

or do something in a “safer” way.  There is the kind of fear, like Dorothy, the Tin Man and 

Scarecrow skipped through when their fear was met by the cowardly lion who was more afraid 

of them. Fear can cause us to seek out others, and it can also cause us to feel isolated. 

We may react to the fear of what is unknown - because what is unknown leaves us feeling we 

lack control, and we don’t like that feeling. 

Why do we think the words “fear not” are found so often in the Bible?                                            

We may hear it as a commandment Fear Not!  and then wonder if our hesitant fear is a sign of 

lagging faith.  Or - perhaps God, or angels or the prophets say it so often because we need the 

reminder that God IS. 

I saw a wonderful image that had the perspective as if the viewer was under water, looking up 

down through darker water toward the sky opening above.  And looking through this watery 

image is the indistinct face you know is Jesus reaching a hand down into the water. 

And that’s an image our story from Matthew’s gospel gives us with Jesus walking on the water 

toward the frightened disciples in the wave ravaged boat. And come on, admit it, if you were in 

that boat you would probably have been frightened too. And when you saw something that 

seemed to be walking on the water toward you, wouldn’t you be more frightened? 

There are a couple of key things to ponder here, when we try to imagine what our response might 

be and what Peter’s seems to be.  Peter does after all answer Jesus invitation to “come” and for a 

second or two (or longer?)  he walks on water! 
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How do we see Peter?    Bold, filled with reckiless faith…until he fails?  Or do we possibly see a 

mix of an inspired and yet very human being trying to follow Jesus?  How do you see yourself? 

Even when Jesus says,  “It’s me,  don’t be afraid.”    Peter speaks into his fear, and also into that 

reassurance he hears -    still asking…dipping his toes into the fear and reassurance with,    

“Lord, if it’s you- make me step out.” 

And, when Jesus said “come” did you note that the sea and the boat were still roiling when Peter 

stepped into the water?  Because remember, the miraculous calming of the wind and sea    

doesn’t happen here until Jesus and the drenched Peter climb into the boat together. 

But,    back to that moment when impetuous Peter steps in and also walks on water - for however 

long he does - before he looks at what’s happening around him, feels the strength of the storm    

and becomes frightened again. And beginning to sink cries out to Jesus- save me!  And Jesus 

reaches out immediately.  

So, here is something to ponder…when we are struggling,  in need of God’s help. Do we accuse 

ourselves or others who are struggling- that the problem is that they, or we, are just faithless, 

faltering people?   

Because, there is a reading of this lesson that can definitely point to the idea that Peter was “ok” 

until he took his eyes off Jesus.  And in it can be a lesson about the importance of trying to keep 

ourselves oriented toward God and God’s will…keep our eyes on God, don’t allow ourselves to 

get too distracted by the lure of worldly things, or for that matter the oh too many problems we 

know encounter.                            

And that is not, I think, a wrong thing to try to do. But that can also vere toward blaming Peter 

for just not having enough faith. And this is just not what I was drawn to as I thought about this 

reading for this morning.  When times are deeply troubled, do you step toward God?  Perhaps not 

always, but I do believe God always reaches out to us. 

Think about it…we don’t know what tone of voice Jesus used when he said,  “You of little faith,    

why did you doubt?” How do you hear this?  Does Jesus, with a tinge of frustrated disgust say,   

“You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  Because nothing else about this story makes me hear 

an accusation from Jesus. I tend to hear this more as either soothing or even a tinge of sadness 

for us in these moments that overwhelm.  I hear a calm and comforting voice trying to help calm 

the panic as that hand reaches out immediately to Peter. 

It seems there is something for Us here as we think about how Peter responds as he is walking on 

water - when fear took hold.  Did he move back to a feeling of skepticism- back to what seems to 

be at the core of his earlier question, “IF it’s you God – prove it.” 

Oh if only faith were so clear and easy,  that proof kept us from ever struggling again. 

While Peter, and probably most of us would prefer    that we could always know and see God 

clearly, in every situation, sure of who and where God is…we do wonder, and ask.   

But another thing I believe this lesson says, that while we wonder and question and want proof   

so much that at times we begin to sink into ourselves,   God doesn’t ask for proof of our faith 

first,  but reaches out immediately.   
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Here is the hope we have with God.  That wonderful,  unreasonable, extraordinary things can 

and do happen.  And we can step out - as inspired and yet very human beings, in faith.                                                                                                  

We also know that the God who invites us to come into the unknown possibilities is also the 

same God that will say over and over- again and again, “Fear not, I know you” You do not have 

to prove your faith to me.  I am and will be reaching out in ways you don’t always understand,    

when things are dark and stormy,  when you don’t recognize who I am, when you cry out, save 

me, and when the world seems calm… I go there - with you always.  

And  we remember again this promise from God spoken through Isaiah- and it is beautiful   “I 

have chosen you…I am with you…don’t be afraid for I am your God.”     These words    spoken 

from the very same   who would choose to come and be - God with us in Jesus. 

Amen 

 


