
Dear Gulf Coast Leaders, 
    

Lessons-at-a-Glance   

Listen to the podcast on iTunes  

Listen to the podcast on LibSyn  
  

Risk and Miracles     

  

Last week we had the Feeding of the Masses. This week we have Jesus, and Peter walking on water. 

Have you ever been parasailing? A few years ago, we went, off the coast of 
South Carolina.  

I was looking forward to it. The freedom. The exhiliration. But there was one 
emotion that I had overlooked. FEAR. They hooked me up to the parasail and 
gunned the boat's engine. Slowly I lifted into the air, experiencing a feeling of 
being out of control. They let the rope out further, and further, and further, 
and further. I felt myself gasp. A tinge of panic.  

John and Susan and the boat guys got smaller and smaller 
and smaller and smaller. Soon I was high in the air with the 
wind whistling in my ears, and I started thinking about the 
medical release I had signed: the long list of all the bad 
things that could happen to you. And something about 
how high I had wanted to go.  
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I was probably about 1,000 feet in the air. I thought to myself, if I fall now, there is no way I would 
survive. At what point did I think this was a good idea? I looked down at the tiny spec on the ocean that 
was my boat. I could no longer see my family.  I looked up at the two small carabineers holding me to 
the parasail. It didn't seem like nearly enough. I think I had a mini anxiety attack up there. I was 
uncomfortable and wanting down. But there was nothing I could do. They couldn't hear me down there. 
Look at the picture. They couldn't even see me up there.  

And so I made a decision: Since I'm up here already, and I chose to do this, I wanted to do this, and 
there's absolutely nothing I can do about it, I might as well resign myself to it, give into the experience, 
let go of my fear, and live fully into the moment. I put my life completely into their hands, and let go, 
both literally and figuratively. I stretched out my hands and arms, allowing the wind to buffet my body 
and the sun to shine on my face. It was at that moment that I opened my eyes and noticed the view. The 
blue, blue ocean. The coast. The ships. The island. Our condos. The surf. The wind in my hair. Muscles 
slightly sore from running. Skin warmed by the sun. It wasn't until I trusted that I began to enjoy the 
journey, the experience. 

Every day we have the same experience don't we? Every day life is like a dangerous adventure. There is 
tremendous potential for disaster or miracle, embarrassment or exhilaration, soaring like eagles or 
plummeting to earth like Icarus. At times in this life it is perfectly normal to be alternately terrified and 
overjoyed. Life is big. The universe is big. God is big. It's all so much bigger than we are, and we are so, 
so small.  

Last week was Carl Jung's birthday. Jung developed the concept that a society has a collective 
unconscious, indeed that all of humanity has shared dreams - dreams of hope, dreams of fear. And we 
tells stories in which we process these dreams, hopes and fears. He called these stories "archetypes." 



The miracle stories of the Feeding of the Masses and Walking on the Water have many archetypal 
themes in them. The miracle stories have much to tell us if we will just listen deeply. I read a book once 
called The Twelve Conditions of a Miracle, by Todd Michael. The book is a little bit new age, but it got me 
thinking about what conditions might lead to a miracle taking place.  

1. Emptiness. Jesus is grieving the death of his cousin, forerunner and friend, John the Baptist, the one 
who baptized him. Both of the miracles in Matthew 14 are preceded by John's death by Herod: "So he 
sent and had John beheaded in prison." (Matthew 14:10) These miracles are precipitated by a tragedy in 
Jesus' life. (Well, in John the Baptists' life too I guess.) Jesus is stricken with grief. Broken. John's death 
has left an emptiness in him that perhaps you too have experienced in your life. And where does he go? 
What does it say? Where did he go? The eremon (ἔρημον), in Matthew 14:13. Eremon can mean 
"desert" or "empty place." Since it's not really likely that Jesus rowed his boat to the desert, the more 
likely translation is that he rowed his boat to an empty place, a remote place, to be alone, and lick his 
wounds. But if we listen more deeply, there is allegory here. Jesus is now in an empty place in his life.  

This is theology of the cross stuff. Jesus is empty, lonely, grieving and broken, all conditions for a 
miracle. Often when we are at our lowest, out of gas, at the end of our rope, we have no choice but to 
let go, and let God. We have no choice but to trust. And that's when miracles happen, or at least when 
we start to notice them happening.  

The parting of the Red Sea was preceded by slavery in Egypt. The Resurrection is preceded by the cross. 
Think about it. Every great miracle is preceded by a time of great loss and emptiness.  

Consider emptiness for a moment. What happens when you create a vacuum? Air rushes in. It is a 
property of nature that when you create an empty space, life rushes in to fill the void. Remember in the 
first chapter of the Bible, Genesis 1, in the beginning, when  God created the heavens and the earth, the 
universe was formless and void. It was empty. And the Spirit hovered. Brooded. Spirit abhors vacuum. 
When you create a vacuum, when you make space in your life for God to act, the Spirit rushes in. 
Sometimes I think we rush too quickly to fill the voids of life with our own feeble efforts. Sometimes we 
need to live with the emptiness a while, for God's power to be at work in our lives. Mother Teresa once 
said, "God cannot fill what is already full." I think she was right. 

2. Asking. Another of Todd Michael's conditions is asking. Jesus comes to the disciples on the water. 
Having had his quiet time interrupted by the crowds, and having healed the sick and fed the five 
thousand, Jesus goes up on the mountain for some more alone time. Prayer time is foundational for 
Jesus' ministry. If you're running out of gas a lot in ministry, perhaps you could use more time with God, 
to fill your tank.  

When he's finished praying, Jesus catches up with the disciples. He's willing to walk on water to be with 
them. A leader is absolutely committed to being with his or her team. Great leaders will move 
mountains, or walk on water for the team. The disciples' first response is fear, understandably. Jesus 
responds typically: "C'est moi. Don't be afraid."  

Peter decides to let go of his fear. He does something bold, as seems to be part of his character. He says, 
"Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.  

Jesus says, "Ask and you shall receive." (Matthew 7:7, Luke 11:9) There are many other passages in the 
Gospels in which we are encouraged to ask. There is no guarantee that we will always get what we 
want. Jesus prayed, "Let this cup pass from me." The answer to his ask, was "no." But we are told that 
when we ask for things that are in God's will, "Whatever you ask in my name" things will happen. 
Matthew 18:19, 21:22, Mark 6:23, 11:24, Luke 11:13, John 14:14, 15:16, 16:23, 16:24, to mention a few. 
There are simply too many of these passages for us to ignore them. Jesus challenges us to ask God.  



3. Risk. One of John Ortberg's many books of popular sermons and sermon illustrations is called, If you 
want to walk on water, you have to get out of the boat. Honest words. The truth is, nothing great ever 
happens without risk. Anyone who has started a business knows this. It takes a tremendous amount of 
start up capital to get going. Something like 80% of all new businesses fail. You risk losing a lot of money. 
The same goes for a congregation. Most new congregations don't make it. The same goes for small 
group ministries. Half of all small groups you start won't be around in a year. Either that makes you give 
up, or it motivates you to plant twice as many small groups as you need.  

We hired a director of music at a small church one time. We didn't really have the money. I knew in my 
gut that the music had to be much, much better if the church was going to grow. The leadership agreed, 
and was willing to bet the farm. We hired the musician. The church grew. We all sighed a big sigh of 
relief. Had we gotten the wrong musician, it could have gone the other way. 

If Peter is going to walk on water, he will have to step out of the boat, which takes guts. Many good 
books have been written on this kind of leadership. Susan Scott's books: Fierce Leadership and Fierce 
Conversations. Pete Steinke's book, A Failure of Nerve.  Great leadership takes courage. Jesus is talking 
about this at least in part when he tells the disciples they need to turn the other cheek. If you're going to 
stand for something, you better be prepared to take a few blows, and a few risks. Leadership takes faith 
in action. Peter has to be willing to risk sinking, risk failing, risk foolishness. We will have to do the same.  

4. Keep your eye on the ball. InPeter's case, the ball is Jesus. He asks, he trusts Jesus, he risks, he steps 
out of the boat and onto the water. But then he takes his focus off of Jesus and instead focuses on the 
strong and threatening wind. Instantly fear grips him. When we lose our focus on Jesus, fear grips us. 
The Bible says, "perfect love casts out all fear."  

In the church's case, the ball is Jesus. The church is a community gathered around Jesus. When we are in 
the rough and windy seas of change and doubt, it is best to keep our focus there. If we begin to obsess 
about the wind and the waves, we will most certainly sink. As Yogi Berra said, "The main thing is to keep 
the main thing the main thing.  

Conclusion 

Of course God acts whenever and wherever God wills. But most often in this world of ours, there are 
patterns, and it seems that perhaps that if we wish to be open to God's saving action in our world and in 
our lives, we might be attentive to times of emptiness, bold in asking, courageous in risking and diligent 
about keeping our focus on the one who is the bringer of miracles. 

 


