Glimpses into God’s Realm: An Uncertain Step

Matthew 14:22-33

“Don’t be afraid.”
Think how many people in the Bible heard those words—Abraham, Moses, Mary, Joseph, shepherds tending their flocks, Paul sitting in a jail cell, women looking for Jesus’ body. All in all, these words appear in scripture almost 100 times. And now disciples rowing a boat in a strong wind hear them.

Across centuries, cultures, and circumstances, fear seems to be one of the things we humans share in common. We may not be surrounded by threatening waves as we try to row toward shore, but fear still may be a daily reality for us.

While the details may vary, perhaps our inner dialogue sounds something like this: When a friend or colleague or family member comes to me for advice, I’m afraid I won’t have the right answers and I’ll let them down. When I read the paper or listen to the news, I fear where the world is going and nothing I do can make a difference in the face of such huge problems. As I go through the day, I’m afraid of offending people, of failing, of being rejected, of being inadequate.

Then life is just so uncertain. We live more by probability than certainty. We’ll probably wake up tomorrow morning. We’ll probably still have our job. Our children probably will be healthy. But we know that probabilities can—and do—fail, so we’re left feeling uncertain.

And that uncertainty makes life messy. Unexpected things go wrong. Our careful plans fall apart. Bad things happen to good people. We want guarantees, but what we get is uncertainty.

All too often we have trouble dealing constructively with that uncertainty. We try to avoid its harsh reality by what one writer describes as “negative coping strategies.” Here are a few of those strategies:

· We feel shame. We tell ourselves that other people don’t seem fearful or anxious. They seem to have their act together, so there must be something wrong or inferior with us.

· We try to sedate ourselves. When life seems too uncertain and anxiety threatens to overtake us, we grab for something to quiet our feelings—alcohol, drugs, too much work, too much television, too much or too little food, unhealthy relationships.
· We blame other people. We can’t tolerate feeling uncertain and anxious, so we project our frustration onto someone else. “If she hadn’t disappointed us.” “If he’d only change.” “If they’d only done something differently.”
· We embrace a rigid set of beliefs to give us an illusion of certainty. But as one writer notes: “The most dangerous thing in religion is certainty. It is certainty that causes you to despise people with beliefs different from your own.”

While such strategies may help us feel better in the short run, they don’t offer any long-term solutions. Uncertainty, messiness, fear, and anxiety are part of our human condition. Trying to ignore, avoid, or resist them won’t get us very far.

But what else can we do?

For one thing, we can take an honest look at what’s causing our fear or anxiety. In some cases, our fear acts as a valid warning system. It alerts us to a danger or risk that we really should avoid.

But often our fear or anxiety has little to do with anything that’s rational or realistic. We’re at a party, and we worry that people will find us boring. We’re at the airport, and we become overly anxious that our plane will crash. We feel an ache in our body, and we conclude that we must have cancer. In the great uncertainty of life, it’s possible that someone may find us boring, that our plane might crash, that we could get cancer. But to allow life’s uncertainty to paralyze us doesn’t help us or anyone else.

Rather than allowing fear or anxiety to paralyze us, maybe we can let them point to places of potential growth. The psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan wrote: “The areas in our personality marked by anxiety often become the areas of most significant growth when . . . the individual can deal with his or her underlying anxiety constructively.”
Our fear and anxiety can be an opportunity to grow. Instead of saying, “I shouldn’t feel this; it makes me a bad person,” we can say, “Here’s where my fear or anxiety is inviting me to grow.”

At the party, we can feel our anxiety but still risk initiating a conversation. At the airport, we can feel our fear but still get on the plane. At the doctor’s office, we can feel our anxiety but still seek a diagnosis and treatment.

To face fear and uncertainty this way—with an open heart and open mind—requires faith. The kind of faith that one writer describes this way: “Faith is not the absence of anxiety. Faith is not a desperate attempt to control life and end all uncertainty. Faith is not having a ‘stiff upper lip’ while we forge ahead in life, trampling on other people’s feeling and our own, as well. Faith is not a rigid belief system to hide behind or judge others with. Faith is the inner knowing that no matter what happens in life, we are loved and can grow into a fuller human being. Faith is the inner knowing that no matter what happens, we can always reach out to help another human being. Faith is the inner knowing that no matter what happens, there is a Power greater than human here to guide us and comfort us. There is a larger spiritual context in which we place our little life.”

And maybe that’s what Jesus is trying to tell the disciples that day on the sea. It’s not about being immune to fear. Instead it’s about refusing to allow fear to define or control our lives. It’s about naming our fears and facing them honestly and openly. It’s about being willing to let go of them—when we’d really like to hang on for dear life. It’s about believing that there’s life outside the boat and being willing to row into the wind—or even take an uncertain step into what frightens us most.

The author and journalist David Bornstein has spent more than a decade chronicling the stories of people who’ve been willing to take uncertain steps because they didn’t want fear and uncertainty to have the final word. He collected nine of those stories in his book How to Change the World.

During his years in Denver’s inner-city schools, J. B. Schramm saw many of his peers not going on to college—even though colleges were eager to enroll students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Seeking to help bridge this gap, J. B. became the director of a teen center in one of Washington, D.C.’s low-income neighborhoods.

In 1993 he piloted a “college summit” with four students. Two years later he expanded on the idea, taking forty students to a college campus to complete their college applications and essays and develop a college list with the guidance of college counselors.
Then with a $13,000 grant, commitments from volunteer writing coaches, and Connecticut College as the host, J. B. held the first summer workshop. Seventy-five percent of that workshop’s participants were accepted to colleges. The next year J. B. ran three workshops for ninety-seven students and founded College Summit, Inc., on the belief that all students can achieve in secondary and post-secondary education.
For more than a decade, J. B. and his colleagues have supported and watched every kind of student succeed in college. Their work empowering students with the information, motivation, and support to get to college has proven that young people who otherwise wouldn’t have gone to college can enroll and stay in school.

That first uncertain step in the basement teen center of a low-income housing project has led to a program that’s touched the lives of more than 20,000 students in school districts throughout the country.

Veronica Khosa learned about South Africa’s HIV/AIDS epidemic firsthand while nursing infected patients in a township outside Pretoria in 1990. Her office was flooded with families seeking help for dealing with dying people. She started keeping statistics and found that in that township alone 427 bedridden people were not being cared for by anyone.
Veronica decided she had to do something after she witnessed one of the many personal tragedies of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. A client of hers, alone in a locked room with barred windows, asked for water and then gasped and fell dead to the floor.

Rejecting the premise that healthcare is something devised by experts and imposed on patients, Veronica has created an environment where chronically ill patients command respect and can make decisions about their own health. In a country where the formal healthcare system is unable to treat the millions of people ill with HIV/AIDS and other diseases, she’s established home-based healthcare that teaches family and friends to care for the ill and even rehabilitate them.
She engages healthcare workers and teaches skills to young people by employing retired nurses and others to conduct healthcare training in local communities. Her project creates healthcare that not only improves people’s lives but uses resources in the most effective way.
Veronica named her project Tateni Home Care Services. The word tateni roughly translates to the encouragement of a mother for a child learning to walk.

Her willingness to take an uncertain step has encouraged others in rural communities throughout South Africa to take their own steps—all of which are leading toward a healthcare system that’s available and affordable to every patient and toward the reinvigoration of a country that been ravaged by illness and poverty.

It would have been easy for J. B. and Veronica to be paralyzed by the uncertainty and seemingly overwhelming problems that surrounded them. To give up and allow fear to define their future—and that of those around them.

But their examples allow us to catch a glimpse into God’s realm. A realm I believe God desires to become a reality in our world. And one to which God calls us to help bring into being. May we respond—one uncertain step at a time. Amen.
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