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Far from Land 

Reading from the Gospels:  Matthew 14:22-33 

It’s time for preachers to get a little skittish when weather 

forecasters start talking about the sky going dark at midday. Sounds 

eerily similar to the weather report just outside Jerusalem close to 2000 

years ago, with one author referring to the crucifixion as Death on a 

Friday Afternoon. Just sayin’, when you trek out to see the eclipse 

tomorrow, you may want to steer clear of any hills that resemble a skull 

and remember before crosses identified churches, they had a much more 

sinister function. Matthew’s gospel tells us, “From noon on, darkness 

came over the whole land.” It all seems a bit portentous, if not 

apocalyptic, and given the bizarre events of this week, one could be 

forgiven for wondering whether those guys waving those The End is 

Near signs through the years weren’t so touched in the head after all. 

Yet again, the soiled dressing covering the gangrenous wound of 

racial hatred has been pulled back to expose an ugliness immune to the 

antibiotics of time and progress.  The well-worn proverb is again 

debunked, time does not heal all wounds and the forces that have led 

us from horse-drawn carriages to the verge of hypersonic travel seem to 



 

 

2 

2 

have little effect on human sin.  The same pernicious sin that justified 

the enslavement of Jews in Egypt also fueled the flaming tiki torches, 

spewed hate, and egregious violence in Charlottesville. A race problem?  

We’ve always had a race problem, just as we’ve always had the temerity 

to deny that we have a race problem. The ubiquitous claims of I am not 

a racist only testify to the reality that we actually are. Everybody has a 

blind spot when it comes to race. The inability to comprehend, much 

less acknowledge and validate the life experience of those differently 

hued and divergently enculturated is exacerbated and perpetuated by 

our refusal to listen to other voices in order to understand.   

Sometimes the shock of a brief history lesson forces us to ask what 

future generations will think of us. In the roaring twenties of the last 

century, the state of Indiana boasted 350,000 members of the Ku Klux 

Klan. In addition to racial hatred, one of the Klan’s particular 

convictions was that Catholics had poisoned President Harding and 

that priests at Notre Dame were stockpiling armaments in preparation 

for an insurrection. It was rumored that the pope planned to move his 

base of operations from Vatican City to … Indiana. In the town of North 

Manchester, word was spread that the pope was reportedly on a 
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particular train, and so 1500 residents raced to board that train with 

the intent to seize the pontiff and crush his conspiracy. Author Bill 

Bryson reports that the mob, finding no one resembling a pope, turned 

their attention to a traveling corset salesman, whose life was in peril 

until he managed to convince his tormentors that it was unlikely that 

he would try to stage a coup armed only with a case of reinforced 

women’s undergarments. (Bill Bryson, One Summer) 

Now, we hear a story like that and we ask how people could be so 

gullible, so clueless. But here’s the disturbing thing, around the same 

time an ugly movement started that would draw in the most respected 

minds in the country. In 1916, Madison Grant published what would 

become the authoritative reference book for the growing school of 

thought called Eugenics. He proposed that the only worthy group of 

human beings were of what he referred to as the Nordic Race, basically 

northern Europeans, with the all important exception of the Irish. As 

one traveled south from Northern Europe he proposed that the 

populations became increasingly degenerate. Of course, that would 

make it hard to explain Plato, Socrates, Da Vinci, Bishop Tutu, 

Mandela … Jesus.  
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For Grant, all but the Nordic peoples were dull, stunted, and 

shifty.  Crazy, right?  But his work was endorsed by the American 

Historical View and the Yale Review. The introduction was written by 

the head of the American Museum of Natural History in New York. 

Among his fans were the president of Harvard and Margaret Sanger 

and Herbert Hoover.  

It wasn’t long before a man named Harry Laughlin was serving as 

the director of something called the Eugenics Record Office where his 

credo was, “To purify the breeding stock of the race at all costs.” He put 

together a committee, chaired by the president of Stanford, and 

populated with scientists from Harvard, Princeton, and the University 

of Chicago, naming it the Committee to Study and to Report on the Best 

Practical Means of Cutting Off the Defective Germ Plasm in the 

American Population. Plan of attack?  Sterilization, mass incarceration, 

and sweeping immigration restrictions. Laughlin was even appointed as 

an advisor to the congressional committee on Immigration and 

Naturalization. Consequently, by 1927 more people were deported from 

Ellis Island than were coming through it. 
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But Laughlin’s efforts were not confined to the nation’s borders.  

The highly connected leaders of the eugenics movement pursued a plan 

to weed out those deemed inferior through forced sterilization of those 

judged insane, mentally deficient, orphans, tramps, paupers, the hard 

of hearing, and the blind, a grouping Laughlin called “the most 

worthless one-tenth of our present population.” As a result, a legal case 

pertaining to the effort to forcibly sterilize a young Virginia woman 

reached the Supreme Court where in an 8-1 ruling, the forced 

sterilization was endorsed. A portion of the opinion reads, “It is better 

for all the world, if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring 

for crime, or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent 

those who are manifestly unfit from continuing their kind.” (Bill Bryson, One 

Summer)  The author of the opinion? Supreme Court Justice Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, one of the most respected jurists in American history.  

In the 1930s, a group traveled to the United States to study and 

learn from the methods of Laughlin’s group. They wore swastikas. They 

were representatives from Nazi Germany.  

As swastikas, anti-Semitic chants, religious intolerance, and racial 

hatred fill spaces vacant of moral leadership, we try to comfort 
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ourselves with the illusion that hate and intolerance could not 

metastasize again into such horrors as the Holocaust or the blood and 

chaos of Rwanda or the purges of Stalin and Mao and Pol Pot. We play 

pretend, saying things like “that could never happen here.” Oh yes, it 

could. The same hate that exploded into ethnic cleansing, into the 

holocaust, into apartheid, into Srebrenica, into Barcelona, into 

Charlottesville is always roiling just below the surface wherever 

humans live together.  

We, along with Peter and the disciples, ride in a boat christened 

with a name, the Church, and that boat sails on a perpetually stormy 

sea. You may never have left a shoreline but you know something about 

choppy seas and contrary winds. We face them individually and we are 

beset with them together: Wars and rumors of wars, plagues, famine, 

recession, the stress of expectations, the fear of losing something-

someone-some advantage-some independence-some reputation-some 

comfort-some validation-some argument-some game-some identity-some 

ground-some pride.  

Together we board this boat called church because we know our 

personal rowboats could never survive the squall. Somehow the squall 
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doesn’t seem so threatening when sailing together as opposed to rowing 

and bailing, rowing and bailing by ourselves.   

As we learned a couple of weeks ago, after John the Baptist was 

killed and Jesus was rejected in Nazareth, Jesus tried to get away to 

quiet his spirit, renew his strength, and be fed in prayer, but his effort 

was futile for the crowds found him, and Jesus being Jesus, had 

compassion on them, feeding literally and figuratively well over 5,000.   

Well, if Jesus needed time alone before all this, you know he really 

needed it afterwards. And so, we read in The Message translation, Jesus 

“insisted that the disciples get in the boat and go on ahead to the other 

side while he dismissed the people. With the crowd dispersed, he 

climbed the mountain so he could be by himself and pray. He stayed 

there alone, late into the night. Meanwhile, the boat was far out to sea 

when the wind came up against them and they were battered by the 

waves.” 

Far out to sea. What one translation calls a contrary wind. The 

boat battered by waves.  Now I can’t speak for you, but there in the 

boat, I’m thinking I sure am glad I’m in the boat with these fishermen 
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and not in that little kayak I almost rented instead. Far out to sea, a 

contrary wind, battered by waves; or what Peter and Andrew would call 

a normal workday.  Choppy waters, but in their hands, manageable, or 

at least that is what they are trying to convince themselves.  

Have you ever done that? Someone asks, “How’s life?” And you 

say, “Great. Couldn’t be better,” even though your lifeline is looking like 

a piece of used dental floss.  Waves, these fishermen could handle, but 

what they are not ready for is the sight of Jesus walking toward them 

on the water.  Now this is where the story goes off the rails for the 

skeptical and leaves the rest of us wondering what is going on here. 

However, in focusing too much on what happened, we tend to miss what 

is being said here. 

We miss the point if we focus on whether Jesus is auditioning to 

take David Blaine’s spot in Vegas. So, what are we to make of this line? 

“Jesus came toward them walking on the water.” 

With these few words, Matthew is taking us on a Bible tour. In 

Genesis 1 the tour opens with a watery chaos, tohu wabohu, and to 

make space for earth, God separates the waters from the waters. In 
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Genesis 7-8, Jim Cantore reports of a massive supercell stalled over the 

face of the earth, flooding it completely for 150 days. But in Genesis 8, 

the Lord turns on the shop vac and “the fountains of the deep and the 

windows of the heavens were closed, the rain from the heavens was 

restrained, and the waters gradually receded from the earth.” And the 

Lord said, On second thought, let’s not try that again.  

In Exodus, the Lord parted the waters of the Red Sea allowing the 

Hebrew slaves to escape Pharaoh’s army. And after a bad experience 

with a GPS in the wilderness, the Lord again parted the waters, this 

time the waters of the swollen Jordan River, allowing his people Israel 

to enter the promised land.  

God’s servant Job would speak of God’s power to trample the 

waves of the sea. Habakkuk praises the Lord in song, “You trampled 

the sea with your horses, churning the mighty waters.”  

The great theologian Karl Barth said that the watery chaos of 

Gen. 1, “in its abundance and power is absolutely opposed to God’s 

Creation;” It is therefore representative of “all the evil powers which 

oppress and resist the salvation intended for the people of Israel.” 



 

 

10 

10 

(Feasting on the Word) Thus, in manifesting God’s power over the water, the 

scriptures proclaim God’s transcendent power over all that would 

threaten and thwart God’s purposes. 

And what does Jesus say as he walks on the stormy waters toward 

the disciples? "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid." Comforting words 

that become transformative when we look a little closer. It is I – these 

are the words the ancient Septuagint uses to translate the Hebrew 

name of God revealed to Moses at the burning bush. So, in the storm, 

Jesus is revealing his identity. In Christ, we are looking at the Creator 

and Redeemer of Israel, the power who reigns over all that would seek 

to destroy life, the victor over and master of the watery chaos.  

Listen to the promise, spoken through Isaiah and enfleshed in 

Jesus Christ.  “But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O 

Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed 

you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through 

the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not 

overwhelm you.” 



 

 

11 

11 

What does the Psalmist say, “God is our refuge and strength, a 

very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the 

earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the 

sea; though its waters roar and foam.”  

There is a whole lot of roaring and foaming and certainly no 

shortage of a blustery foul wind these days amidst the stormy waters 

threatening our boat.  I have probably uttered the word bizarre more in 

the last year than in the course of my life.  It keeps getting uglier and 

uglier and we are not finding any hope in the places we expect 

leadership and wisdom. Like Peter we are easily distracted and find 

ourselves sinking toward our worst selves where fear dissolves into 

hate. But maybe, like Peter, we are obsessing over the distractions and 

thus taking our eyes off the face of justice, love, peace, and grace 

revealed in Jesus. 

I talked with my dear friend Jane this week. You know Jane. I 

talk about her often. 96 years young and full of grace and mercy. She 

called me Friday morning, apologizing for not calling me sooner, which 

is insane, because I am the one who needed to call her sooner, for every 
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conversation with Jane is a trip to that place where the veil separating 

heaven and earth is so thin you can see through it.   

This is the woman who at the age of 90 went on a walking tour of 

Scotland by herself without a reservation or a plan and had the time of 

her life. This is a woman who overcame poverty, suffered abuse as a 

child and as a wife, endured unimaginable brutality at the hands of a 

home invader, raised 5 children as a single parent, chaperoned church 

youth groups to Montreat in her late-80s; and around that time she took 

up ballroom dancing and was a founding member of her church’s 

ukulele band.  

And through it all, Jane has never stopped growing and glowing in 

the grace of Jesus Christ, talkin’ the talk and walkin’ the walk. This is 

the woman who called me the day after her son died because she didn’t 

want to let Christmas Eve pass without wishing us a blessed yuletide. 

Jane called me Friday morning, no doubt after her morning 

devotional and probably after praying for my family. We both shared all 

the news about our families, and she updated me on her 

granddaughter’s cancer treatment and she informed me of her son’s 
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recent diagnosis of and surgery for colon cancer.  And yet, her voice 

reveled with joy as she spoke of the small graces and signs of Christ she 

sees every day. But Jane couldn’t talk too long because she had things 

to do. Friday was her day to volunteer at one of the many shelters, 

ministries, and pantries she has supported through the years. I can’t 

keep track of them all. After that she was planning to work on 

composing a letter to her legislators and maybe the governor imploring 

them to put an end to capital punishment in North Carolina.  

I think I probably told you about how Jane has all but adopted a 

man on death row who grew up in a trailer park near her home and 

who, in a drugged craze, killed another man. Even though Jane was a 

victim of a separate unrelated horrific crime, she has dedicated herself 

to being an advocate for the boy she knew before the drugs enslaved 

him. That is who she sees when she looks at him today and Jane’s 

profound spirit of mercy, unhindered by the walls we erect to divide and 

judge people, is transformative. It has certainly been transformative for 

a young condemned man, who, through Jane’s gracious spirit 

understands there is no condemnation in Christ.  And it has surely been 

transformative for me.  
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Before the phone call, exhausted by the ubiquity of bad behavior 

from the streets of Charlottesville to a gold leafed lobby in Manhattan, I 

was tempted to question whether what we do in the boat called church, 

makes any difference at all.  After the phone call, all I could say is God 

is good.  

Martin Luther King famously envisioned a time when one would 

not be judged by color of skin but by content of character.  Jane has 

already taken that vision to the next level, seeing character where 

everyone else only sees iniquity and in mercy ennobling the broken 

after the manner of Christ, who extends a hand to help us clamber into 

the boat. 

In these stormy, violent hate-filled days fueled by ancient 

prejudice and the perpetuation of injustice, many voices cry out for 

some kind of moral leadership. But it’s not that there is no moral 

leadership, it is that we keep looking for it in the wrong places.  Look 

for the people who radiate the grace and compassion of Jesus Christ 

and let the Lord help you get in the boat with them.  Amen.     

   


