July 28, 2018

Greetings to all the Faithful of St Andrew's,

Christ is among us!

In last week's reading (Matthew 14:14-22), Jesus commanded his disciples to feed a crowd of people in the wilderness with five loaves and two fish. The disciples' mission is to feed the people with the Teaching of God, which is the Gospel for all people, not the Jews only. This Good News of Jesus must be proclaimed among the Gentiles. The Scriptures which contain this Teaching are more than enough to satisfy the hunger of the people. Not only that, the 12 baskets full of fragments of bread left over are more than enough to do it again. God's teaching is ever eaten but never consumed. It is never exhausted. 
This week's Gospel tells us the story of Jesus walking on water. The Gospel reading is (Matthew 14: 22-34). This reading picks up where last week's Gospel ended. Here the Jewish disciples are commanded to go farther outside their comfort zone.  Jesus "made the disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds" (Matt. 14:22). That the disciples are moving into non-Jewish territory is seen by the terms used to describe how far their boat is from the land. It's as if they are moving into a different cultural zone. In verse 24 we read that they are "many stadia" from land. In John's version (John 6:19) of this story we read that they are "twenty-five stadia" from land. This Greek word "stadia" has reference to the Greco-Roman race stadium and by extension to the distance one must run in the race. In using such a term, Matthew is bringing this Greco-Roman institution to mind of his hearers. Matthew would like us to connect the disciples' ministry to the Roman Empire. Adjustments in their thinking and a testing of their faith are on the way.             

They are to go out to the wider Hellenistic/Roman world with God's teaching.  This was a fearful thing. Proclaiming the Cross of Christ and his resurrection to the Gentile Roman world would bring great anxiety. To preach that Jesus, who was sentenced to death by Rome, via crucifixion no less, proclaiming that he was the King or Messiah, would bring only ridicule. To do such a thing would be tantamount to attempting to walk on water.
Water is an important symbol in Scripture. The right amount of water is necessary for life but too much can take it away. For someone in the ancient world it was clear that traveling by sea was much more dangerous than traveling by land. To travel with the Gospel was dangerous like the sea. The unruly waters of Genesis 1 were put into subjection by God. He controls the unruly waters. He alone has power over Rome. He has power not simply to wade through the waters but to control the water or put the water under his feet. 

This week's reading presents us with a ‘theophany;’ that is, a manifestation of God's power and a foreshadowing of Jesus as the risen, conquering Lord who will subdue the Roman world through the Teaching of His Gospel.  What God alone does in the Old Testament—trampling on the waters and walking in the recesses of the deep Jesus does in this reading.
Consider the following references:
God "alone stretched out the heavens, and trampled the waves of the sea"(Job 9:8) 
Stressing that he alone is in control, God asks Job "Have you entered into the springs of the sea, or walked in the recesses of the deep?" (Job 38:16)
"Thy way was through the sea, thy path through the great waters; yet thy footprints were unseen." Psalm 77:19  
"Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters." Isaiah 43:16   
Jesus walking on the water is a theophany. The confirmation that the disciples recognize this is confirmed by the last verse in the reading: "And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, 'Truly you are the Son of God'" (Matt. 14:33).   

While the theme of Jesus' Divine authority over the fearful waters is stressed, we have the beginning of a series of episodes where Peter will be presented as first among the faithless disciples, who will one day lose his fear and follow through with the proclamation of the Gospel with which he and the other disciples are commissioned.

I pray this brief note will be of use to you as you grow in your understanding of Scripture.

Yours in Christ,

Fr. Herman 

