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The remarkable thing about the story of Jesus coming to the disciples across the storm-tossed sea is not the business of walking on the water. That’s interesting, I suppose, but this story is not about Jesus; it’s about Peter, the earnest disciple who wants so badly to believe and yet balks at embracing faith. 

That describes some people I know. They long for a convincing experience of faith, but can’t ever seem to have one – or, more accurately, never allow themselves to have one.
When the disciples look out from their boat in the middle of a storm and see a figure coming across the water toward them, they’re terrified. Jesus calms them by identifying himself. “It is I,” he says. Ego emi in the Greek, meaning simply, I am. 

The current exhibition in the Westminster Gallery is entitled, I am. It’s an artistic exploration of that little phrase used throughout scripture to give identity to the mystery of God. 

But when Jesus shouts over the wind and waves to the disciples in the boat, “Ego emi,” it’s not good enough for Peter. Like every one of us who’ve ever had doubts, Peter wants proof. “Tell me to come to you,” he cries out to Jesus, thinking he’s testing Jesus when he’s really probing his own faith.

“OK,” Jesus says. “Come on.”

Peter climbs out of the boat and onto the sea, but uncertainty and fear get the better of him. He begins to go under and cries out to Jesus, “Lord, save me!”

Does anyone else see the irony of this one with all the qualms calling for help to the one who’s the object of his uncertainty? We want God; we can’t quite embrace God. We hope God is there; we have our doubts. But in the end, when we’re helpless and nothing else can save us, we fall back on God.

“O you of little faith,” Jesus says to Peter as he pulls him up.”Why do you doubt?”

Peter’s a professional skeptic; he makes doubt the centerpiece of his faith. Doubting Peter needs proof that it’s Jesus on the water. Doubting Peter tries to talk Jesus out of crucifixion. Doubting Peter denies Jesus three times. 

Are there any like that here this morning? Any of us who have doubts? Any of us who can’t always bring ourselves to fully embrace this thing called faith? Any of us who feel guilty or ashamed at how our faith is never quite good enough? 

Maybe we ought to ask if any here do not feel that way from time to time? Does God Want Me if I’m a Doubter? 

The Apostle Paul has a word for us: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” he says. In an odd way, that’s a hopeful word, intended to shatter our preconceived notions of who’s worthy and who’s not. God’s not waiting for us to come around to perfection; that would be a long time.

That’s why Jesus, even knowing what he knows about Peter, chooses to build his church on him, on the back of a doubter, on the shoulders of a denier, on the life of one who can never seem to get his faith right. 

I want into that church. I want to be loved by that God. I want that gift – which is what the Apostle calls it. Grace: a gift unearned, undeserved, unmerited, unwarranted, un-called for – and yet still given. It’s the un​doing of the ways of the world by the way of Jesus.

No matter how hard we try, no matter how righteously we live, nothing we do can convince God that we’re worthy of God’s love. God offers it anyway. At the same time, nothing we do or say, no doubt we express, no weakness of faith in our hearts, will cut us off from the grace of God. So, yes, God wants us even if we’re doubters, skeptics who have more questions than answers. Maybe especially if we’re doubters. In fact, God might even choose to build the church on what little shred of faith we have.
Part of Peter’s problem, I suspect, is that he’s like us. He confuses explanation, with its demonstrable facts and observable reality, with understanding – a far different kind of knowledge not beholden to exactitude or evidence. Faith neither needs nor seeks explanation; it does, however, seek understanding.
Physicist turned Anglican priest John Polkinghorne says,

“The ability of understanding to outrun explanation is intimately connected with the… concept of faith. This is not a polite expression for unsubstantiated assertion; [rather,] it points to an ability to grasp things in totality… Involved is a leap of the mind – not into the dark but into the light.” (The Faith of a Physicist [Princeton: Princeton University Press: 1994], p.p. 37)

In the midst of all the other news this week about the gyrating stock market, or the financial woes of Europe, or the next looming political crisis at home, you may have missed a little item that could have more far-reaching consequences than anything else. It came from scientists working at the nuclear research center with the acronym CERN, located near Geneva, Switzerland.

The laboratory at CERN shot tiny, sub-atomic particles called neutrinos about 450 miles through the Swiss and Italian Alps and clocked how fast they travelled. To everyone’s surprise, the neutrinos arrived at their destination faster than the speed of light. Until this week the speed of light had been a fundamental building-block of knowledge about our universe. In 1905, Einstein’s theory of relativity established an unbreakable cosmic speed limit. When asked what would happen if something moved faster than the speed of light, Einstein replied, “You could send a telegram to the past.” 

That may conjure up for the less scientific among us the classic teen film, “Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure,” in which two “most excellent time-traveling dudes” jet around history visiting famous people and moments in time. I think scientists around the world were likely not dwelling on Bill and Ted this week, however; for them the result of the experiment – if verifiable and replicable – was nothing short of revolutionary. One theoretical physicist called it, “flabbergasting. If it’s true,” he said, “then we truly haven’t understood anything about anything.” 
Well that’s reassuring. 

And then he went on to say, sounding like a theologian, “It looks too big to be true.”

It looks too big to be true.
What else can we say when confronted by mysteries far beyond our explaining or understanding?  

“Last December,” one of our confirmation students writes, 

“I was standing outside looking up at the sky, thinking about how incomprehensible the universe really is, what with it expanding and going on and on and black holes and everything.  I realized then the sky is like a metaphor for God...  Both are so huge and all-encompassing, it’s impossible to even begin to understand them.  It was a bit of an epiphany; I was no closer to understanding either God or the sky, but I did understand that it was okay not to comprehend either of them.”  

When we come face-to-face with the wonder and awe of a universe as vast and intricate and beautiful as this one in which we live and move and have our being, what else can we do, but sit in silence before it? As the physicist says about the neutrinos and the speed of light, so we might say about God, “It looks too big to be true.”

Maybe that was going through Peter’s mind as he sat in the storm-tossed boat needing to be convinced it was Jesus.

Reading through the statements of faith of our confirmation students this week was a little like leafing through the response from the scientific community to the speedy little neutrinos. The confirmation students are a bright, inquisitive, and occasionally skeptical bunch. When presented with something – or someone – that appears to demand from them more imagination than they want to give, the confirmands express a healthy sense of doubt. 

“God to me is a little difficult getting a hold of,” one student says with understatement. “There are so many meanings of God… so many images for God.” 

How true. God is not a problem to be solved, not a riddle to be answered, not a mystery to be unraveled. God would cease to be God were that possible. 

Another student says, “There are still a lot of things that boggle my mind… about my beliefs, but I know that some of these questions don’t have answers.” 

If Peter had been that honest he would never have gotten out of the boat, let alone nearly drown.

Some of these questions don’t have answers. How many of us are that courageous in wrestling with our faith? It’s a curse of the Enlightenment that we want to approach religion as we do scientific inquiry. But even the scientists, in the end, are left astounded by the deep, unfathomable mysteries.

The faith statements are posted in the Heller Commons. Take a look and see how honest these young people are with the challenges of coming to faith in our time.

One of the students presented a work of art as a statement of faith. It’s an equal sign between a cross and a question mark. “I’m not really sure where I stand with God… right now.” the student says. “I hope that getting confirmed can help me find myself.”

That’s precisely the point of faith. John Calvin says it this way: We cannot know God without knowing ourselves, and we cannot know ourselves without knowing God.
People ask why the church is in decline these days. All sorts of explanations are offered. The church is too political. It’s too conservative or liberal. It’s too doctrinal. It doesn’t ask enough of its members. It’s too institutional. Its worship is too traditional, too contemporary. 

Maybe what’s missing in our churches is simply an honest encounter with the holy, a genuine experience of the mystery that we call God. Inexplicable. Unverifiable. Impenetrable, but life-saving. 

That’s what happens to Peter one night long ago on a stormy sea. 

It’s what our confirmation students are looking for. It’s what we all long for: an authentic encounter with the living God. 

It’s why we’re part of the church – not because all the answers are here, but because this is a community where God is present, where saving love is given and received – and where even doubters are welcome.

Thanks be to God.



Amen.
Does God Want Me if I’m a Doubter?
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