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Texts: Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28 • Psalm 105:1-6, 16-22, 45b • Romans 10:5-15 • 
Matthew 14:22-33

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28
Jacob settled in the land where his father had lived as an alien, the land of 

Canaan. This is the story of the family of Jacob.
Joseph, being 17 years old, was shepherding the flock with his brothers; 

he was a helper to the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s wives; and Joseph 
brought a bad report of them to their father. Now Israel loved Joseph more than 
any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age; and he had made 
him a long robe with sleeves. But when his brothers saw that their father loved 
him more than all his brothers, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to 
him.

 Now his brothers went to pasture their father’s flock near Shechem. And Is-
rael said to Joseph, “Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at Shechem? Come, 
I will send you to them.”

He answered, “Here I am.”
So he said to him, “Go now, see if it is well with your brothers and with the 

flock; and bring word back to me.” So he sent him from the valley of Hebron.
He came to Shechem, and a man found him wandering in the fields; the 

man asked him, “What are you seeking?’”
“I am seeking my brothers,” he said; “tell me, please, where they are pastur-

ing the flock.’”
The man said, “They have gone away, for I heard them say, ‘Let us go to 

Dothan.’” 
So Joseph went after his brothers, and found them at Dothan. They saw him 

from a distance, and before he came near to them, they conspired to kill him. 
They said to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. Come now, let us kill 

him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has 
devoured him, and we shall see what will become of his dreams.” 
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But when Reuben heard it, he delivered him out of their hands, saying, “Let 
us not take his life.” Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood; throw him into this pit 
here in the wilderness, but lay no hand on him” — that he might rescue him out 
of their hand and restore him to his father. 

So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe, the 
long robe with sleeves that he wore; and they took him and threw him into a pit. 
The pit was empty; there was no water in it.

 Then they sat down to eat; and looking up they saw a caravan of Ishmael-
ites coming from Gilead, with their camels carrying gum, balm, and resin, on their 
way to carry it down to Egypt. 

Then Judah said to his brothers, “What profit is there if we kill our brother 
and conceal his blood? Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and not lay our 
hands on him, for he is our brother, our own flesh.”

And his brothers agreed. 
When some Midianite traders passed by, they drew Joseph up, lifting him 

out of the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for 20 pieces of silver. And they 
took Joseph to Egypt.

Psalm 105;1-6, 16-22, 45b
O give thanks to the Lord, call on his name,
   make known his deeds among the peoples. 
Sing to him, sing praises to him;
   tell of all his wonderful works. 
Glory in his holy name;
   let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice. 
Seek the Lord and his strength;
   seek his presence continually. 
Remember the wonderful works he has done,
   his miracles, and the judgements he has uttered, 
O offspring of his servant Abraham,
   children of Jacob, his chosen ones. 
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When he summoned famine against the land,
   and broke every staff of bread, 
he had sent a man ahead of them,
   Joseph, who was sold as a slave. 
His feet were hurt with fetters,
   his neck was put in a collar of iron; 
until what he had said came to pass,
   the word of the Lord kept testing him. 
The king sent and released him;
   the ruler of the peoples set him free. 
He made him lord of his house,
   and ruler of all his possessions, 
to instruct his officials at his pleasure,
   and to teach his elders wisdom. 

that they might keep his statutes
   and observe his laws.
Praise the Lord!

Romans 10:5-15
 Moses writes concerning the righteousness that comes from the law, that 

“the person who does these things will live by them.” 
But the righteousness that comes from faith says, “Do not say in your heart, 

‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will de-
scend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 

But what does it say?
“The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of 

faith that we proclaim); because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and 
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For 
one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth 
and so is saved. 
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The scripture says, “No one who believes in him will be put to shame.” For 
there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and is 
generous to all who call on him. For, ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord 
shall be saved.’

 But how are they to call on one in whom they have not believed? 
And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? 
And how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him? 
And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent? 
As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”

Matthew 14:22-33
 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to 

the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the 
crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. 

When evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the boat, bat-
tered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. 

And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. 
But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, say-

ing, “It is a ghost!” And they cried out in fear. 
But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it is I; do not be 

afraid.” 
Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the 

water.” 
He said, “Come.” 
So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward 

Jesus. But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning 
to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!” 

Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, 
“You of little faith, why did you doubt?” 

When they got into the boat, the wind ceased. And those in the boat wor-
shiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.”
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Anybody come scared today?
This Gospel reading is about fear and faith and going to where Jesus is.
These disciples were a scared group of people.
Anybody here scared?
Charlottesville, North Korea, Nuclear weapons…
Anybody scared?
Financial instability…troubled healthcare system, state government…
Anybody scared?
Some marriages struggling, children growing, going back to school, cyber 

bullying, epidemics of depression and loneliness…
Anyone scared?
Blaming Republicans for everything, blaming Democrats, blaming immi-

grants or media, or whoever is coming next? Where does it stop?
Anybody scared?
It is understandable if we are scared sometimes. It is sometimes natural to 

feel afraid. Our fears can control us.
This is what I see when young millennial-age men know no other way but to 

carry tiki torches, assault rifles, and words that do violence. Fear controlling their 
every move.

Somebody taught these young people to be afraid. And if you look at the 
photos from Charlottesville yesterday, most of them are young men. Someone 
taught these young men to place blame for grievances in all the wrong places. 
Someone taught them to be afraid.

It is understandable for disciples to fear wind, and waves, water and seeing 
ghosts. 

Count me among those pastors and Christians and white people today who 
say no to fearing people because of their skin color.

It is the very definition of sin to separate. To separate people, to divide people 
according to any construction or category, and to do violence is sin. Sin leads to 
alienation, which leads to more sin and greater distance between people. We are 
meant and made for each other.
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As a father it makes me shudder to imagine someone doing violence to one 
of my children because of her brown hue skin. 

Our president can make us feel superior to North Korea because of our nu-
clear arsenal, but there is no weapon that can protect us from fear. Neither can the 
removal of a statue magically heal fear and racism. Only the love of Jesus can heal 
the wounds of racism. 

It is ironic how strong rhetoric can be when a material weapon is at our back 
and how weak it can be when it’s not. 

The problem of fear manifest in racism is not just the problem of hillbillies or 
rural folks. Some of the most generous and loving people I know live in rural areas. 

This is a spiritual crisis in white America. It is a poverty of faith. It has its 
economic fears, work, family breakdowns, but all of these are manifestations of a 
deeper theological failure of Christian formation.

Even if we are earnest today. Even if we feel like we are doing much to be a 
healer. If what we see today causes no changes in how we live, then things will con-
tinue on.

Once again our lectionary is divinely on point. It is about fear. 
The question is: what is a Christian supposed to do when the world is a scary 

place?
The scene in our Gospel passage can begin to show us the way.
Details of the story are interesting, written so we know how scary it was  — 

Jesus sent them by themselves in the boat in the evening.
The story takes care to list details: They are alone and the boat battered by 

waves (battered can also be translated here as torment, distress, torture).
Not only were they battered by the waves, but the wind was against (oppo-

nent, facing them) the boat.
Some translations say they were battling head winds and rough sea, tossed 

about, hard pressed.
Anyone scared yet?
This is happening early in the morning, but it all started in the evening.
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They have been enduring everything through darkness — winds and waves 
and darkness and being alone.

Rowing and bearing against wind, they are exhausted and scared.
And now they deal with what they think is a ghost coming toward them.
Anybody scared yet?
Matthew tells the Truth: They are terrified. 
It is good to tell the truth. They are scared, and so are we.
Peter is often interpreted as a hapless character in the Bible. Here Peter is a 

model.
Peter shows us a way we usually don’t take. 
As Jesus comes to the boat, Peter goes to Jesus.
During times of fear it is often our tendency to ask for Jesus to come. And we 

wait where we are until Jesus comes to help.
Our reply in the boat might have been more like, “Jesus, get over here and sit 

down in boat with us and save us. After all you made us be here by ourselves while 
you had your prayer time, save us, ‘through Christ our Lord Amen.’”

Peter does not say that. Peter says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come 
to you.”

Jesus says, ”Come, come.”
What are we to make of Jesus’ seeming rebuke of Peter? 
A close study of the original Greek New Testament suggests that this is less 

rebuke and more the counsel of a teacher to a student — “why did you hesitate?...” 
one translation puts it.

Eugene Peterson has said that “The mistake we so often make is think-
ing that God’s interest and care for us waxes and wanes according to our spiritual 
temperature.” 

I have been re-reading some Eugene Peterson lately from A Long Obedience 
in the Same Direction. 

“All the water in the oceans cannot sink a ship unless it gets inside. Nor can 
all the trouble in the world harm us unless it gets within us. 



Looking for Jesus • August 13, 2017 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 8

If I break my leg I do not become less a person. My family does not reject me. 
Neither when my faith fractures or my feelings bruise does God cast me off and re-
ject me. 

My security comes from who God is, not from how I feel. Following Jesus is a 
decision to live by what I know about God.”

And what do we know about God — that this God can be trusted. This God 
cares regardless of the strength or frailty of our faith. Jesus says those words to 
Peter, as he helps Peter up. Why did you hesitate? Trust.

My experience as a child learning to ride a bike was a bit like Peter’s experi-
ence getting out of the boat. I could not wait to ride it around the neighborhood 
with my friends. So when it was time to learn without the training wheels, my fa-
ther took me into the back yard at first, where the landing was soft in the grass, to 
teach me how to ride. 

He did the typical dad-thing in that he held the back of the seat to steady the 
bike and ran along beside it while I pedaled. We did that a couple of times with me 
wobbling on the bike and saying “Do you have me? Are you holding on?” 

Then, the time inevitably came when I asked those questions and turned to 
look over my shoulder to make sure he was still there only to see my Dad further 
back and, of course, I fell. 

In the past few years and ones coming, we are doing this with our own chil-
dren. In fact we did it yesterday with our third kiddo. 

Inevitably they will fall and turn around with fear and say something like, “I 
thought you were holding me!” 

In these moments, I know of someone whose Dad would respond with a 
phrase straight from our Gospel, “Oh ye of little faith; you were doing just fine.”

People of God. It is more like that, I believe, with Jesus and Peter — and in 
our story and in our lives. Trust me. Keep coming to me.

This is good news. Good news for us when we are trying our best. Good 
news when we are trying and feel like we’re falling short.

There are storms in our world. There are storms in our lives.
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Faith is not really a feeling. It is a decision. And we can, right now, decide, 
to make a Christ-centered decision that the storms are not going to consume or 
control.

That we will move toward Jesus, the One who stood in solidarity with the suf-
fering and the persecuted, and we will locate ourselves with our Savior. 

We do not hide passively in the boat and wait to be saved.
We love who we have been given to love. We love our neighbors — all of our 

neighbors.
We move away from tribalism, scapegoating, and fear, and we actively move 

toward Jesus.
We pray for the cleansing of our own hearts and lives and the fear in each of 

us. We pray for our enemies and those who persecute. We forgive, we become more 
generous, we respect each person because Jesus did. We pray for everyone, trust 
God in everything, welcome the stranger because Jesus did. We move to each be-
cause we find Jesus there.

This week  — very plainly — I challenge us to be on our knees every night in 
prayer for white people who know only fear that leads to hatred, that they will know 
the hope and joy of Christ. 

I challenge us to pray for our brown and black brothers and sisters in our 
congregation and our city and around the nation who feel afraid and unsure of their 
safety, that the angels of God would be their guardians and that we might all be 
faithful and bold when called upon.

And finally, I challenge us to go beyond Facebook posts and other ways of 
saying we did something, and choose to have coffee with a neighbor of a different 
skin color than you. Give money to a group that needs it most.

Foster and love a child, bend over backward in our daily dealings with all to 
give joy and peace to the stranger and friend. 

It is in daily decisions large and small, deep actions one to another that will 
create a chain of love that no weapon can form against. 
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We saw it yesterday with the Christian witness of many who stood in a line 
facing in peace the protesters of fear singing “This little light of min,  I’m gonna let 
it shine.” Let this be our song every day in the face of fear and its power and let the 
Gospel be our strength. 

Amen.
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Joseph and his Brethren by Bartolomé-Esteban Murillo, c.1670
Oil on canvas
The Wallace Collection. London, United Kingdom

The emotions on the faces of Joseph’s brothers are varied — determination, 
questioning, disgust, detachment. Joseph is, of course, frightened. Along with be-
ing his father’s favorite son, he had given a “bad report” to Israel concerning his 
brothers.  Their response was to kill him, but Reuben suggested putting him in a 
pit from where he could later retrieve Joseph and “restore him to his father.” The 
warm colors, the soft tones, the composition, the subject matter, all contribute to 
the drama of this painting. 

Murillo (1617-1682), much revered throughout the eighteenth and nearly 
nineteenth century, was famous for his paintings of both religious and everyday 
life. As shown here, he could powerfully communicate human emotions and 
earthly realism. A Spanish Baroque painter, his religious works encouraged the 
viewer to be inspired and instructed, an objective of the Counter Reformation. His 
works are in museums around the world, including Spain, Russia, California, Okla-
homa, Illinois, and Texas.                                                 — Curated by Norman Mahan


