“Do not Be Afraid”, Step Out In Faith!
Brothers and sisters, there is an hour in the night the ancients called
the fourth watch, those last hours between three and six in the
morning. It is the darkest hour, the most exhausted hour, the hour
before the dawn when everything in you wants to give up and go
back to sleep. It is also, curiously, the hour when God seems most
inclined to show up. In today’s readings, we find two men in their
own fourth watch. Elijah, spent and terrified, hiding in a cave. Peter,
straining at the oars, watching the wind whip the sea into chaos.
Both men are in the dark. Both are afraid. And into both of their fourth watches, God comes. |
want to suggest to you this morning that we, too, are living in a fourth watch. Not just personally,
though many of you carry private storms, illness, grief, worry about family, the long nights of
caregiving or loneliness that come with age. But also as a people, as a nation, we stand at an hour
of exhaustion and uncertainty, when the winds feel strong, and the waves feel high, and it would
be so easy simply to hide. But hear the Good News: the fourth watch is not the hour God
abandons us. It is the hour God comes walking toward us on the water.

Let’s remember where Elijah has just come from. On Mount Carmel, he stood alone against 450
prophets of Baal. He drenched his offering in water—water! — and called down fire from
heaven, and the Lord answered while the false prophets’ altar stayed cold and silent. It was one
of the great victories of faith in the Old Testament. And what happens next? Jezebel, the queen
and the power behind a corrupt throne, puts a bounty on his head. The prophets of Baal are put to
the sword, and now Jezebel is hunting Elijah to kill him. The man who had just seen God’s fire
fall from heaven runs into the wilderness, collapses under a tree, and asks God to let him die.
Then he crawls into a cave and hides. Sound familiar? Even the boldest of God’s people have
their cave moments after the victory, after the mountaintop, when the powers of injustice regroup
and come looking for revenge. God comes to Elijah in the cave and asks a simple, piercing
question: “What are you doing here?” And then something remarkable happens. A great wind
tears the mountains apart. God is not in it. An earthquake shakes the ground; God is not in it. A
fire blazes. God is not in it. And then, in the sound of a light, whispering breeze, God is there.
Elijah covers his face, because he knows no one looks upon the Lord and lives. But he comes out
of the cave. He answers the call.

Church, we have our own Jezebels. Not a person on a throne necessarily, but every corrupt use of
power that seeks to silence the vulnerable, to strip away rights, to diminish representation, to
make people afraid to stand up and be counted. Whenever a system seeks to intimidate God’s
people into silence and hiding, that is Jezebel’s spirit at work. And the temptation, like Elijah, is
to retreat into the cave to withdraw, to despair, to say, “Let someone else deal with it.” But God
does not leave Elijah in the cave. God whispers, and Elijah comes out, and God gives him a
mission, a task, a future. The whisper is not a lullaby to help us sleep through injustice. It is a
summons to get up and go back out.

Now to the Gospel. Jesus has just fed five thousand people. He has just learned that his cousin
John the Baptist has been executed. He needs to pray, and he sends the disciples ahead in the
boat while he goes up the mountain alone. Night falls. The wind picks up. The waves grow. And
in the fourth watch of the night, that same dark, exhausted hour, Jesus comes to them, walking




on the sea. Naturally, they are terrified; they think they are seeing a
ghost. But Jesus says the words He always says to frightened
people: “Take heart, it is I; have no fear” (Matthew 14:27). And
here is where Peter does something extraordinary. He doesn’t stay
in the boat clutching the rail. He says, “Lord, if it is you, command
me to come to you on the water.” And Jesus says: “Come.” Peter
gets out of the boat. He steps onto the churning sea. And for a few
glorious steps, he walks on water, because his eyes are fixed on
Jesus. Then he notices the wind. He looks at the waves instead of the Lord, and he begins to sink.
“Lord, save me,” he cries. And immediately, immediately Jesus reaches out his hand and catches
him. Notice: Jesus does not rebuke Peter for getting out of the boat. He never says, “You
shouldn’t have tried.” He says, “O man of little faith, why did you doubt?”” The failure was not in
stepping out. The failure was in looking away. Church, we are called out of the boat. Faith was
never meant to be a life of staying safely seated while the storm rages around us. Faith is
stepping onto the water, trusting that the same Jesus who calls us is the one holding us up.

We are approaching an election. It is a primary, yes, but it is no small thing. It is an opportunity
in our fourth watch hour to decide whether we will hide in the cave or step out onto the water.
There are real winds blowing against voting rights and fair representation in our time, real
efforts, in various places and various ways, to make it harder for people to be heard, to be
counted, to have their voice reach the halls where decisions are made about their lives, their
families, their dignity. This is not a matter of partisan politics; it is a matter of justice, the same
justice Elijah stood for on Mount Carmel, the same justice our faith has always demanded we
defend for the poor, the stranger, and the vulnerable. We cannot simply retreat into the cave of
private prayer and hope the storm passes on its own. Prayer is essential; it is where we hear the
whisper, but the whisper always sends us back out. Elijah prayed, and then God gave him a task.
Peter had faith, and then Jesus said, “Come.” Faith that never steps out of the boat is not yet the
faith the Gospel asks of us. So hear this clearly, church: registering to vote, showing up to vote,
protecting the right of your neighbor to vote these are not distractions from faith. They are faith
in action. They are how we step out of the boat in our own fourth watch. It is one concrete way
we say, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water,” and then we go.

| want to leave you with the image that matters most this morning. It is not the wind. It is not the
waves. It is not even Peter’s sinking. It is the hand. The moment Peter cries out, Jesus does not
hesitate. He does not wait for Peter to swim back to the boat on his own strength. Scripture says
immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. That is who God is for us in every
fourth watch in the cave with Elijah, on the sea with Peter, and in whatever storm you are facing
this week, whether it is illness, loneliness, fear about the future, or the fear that our voice no
longer matters in the great decisions of our common life. Jesus is already walking toward you on
the water. His hand is already extended. All that is asked of us is what was asked of Peter: to get
out of the boat, to keep our eyes fixed on him, and when the wind rises and we start to sink, to
cry out and to reach back for the hand that is already reaching for us. Church, may we not stay
hidden in the cave. May we not stay seated in the boat. May we step out, in faith, into whatever
storm this fourth watch holds, trusting that the hand of Christ is already stretched toward us,
ready to catch us the moment we reach back. Amen.
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