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Rev. Ali Rode

Psalm 85:8-13, Matthew 14:22-33
“He Reached Out His Hand”

Ask and it will be given to you. Seek and you shall find. Knock and the door will be opened
unto you. Good morning beloved Children of God.

It has now been a full year living in the Charlotte area, and after we moved while | was in the Call process
here at St. Mark’s | invested some time in getting to know the city more, and in my journey of that | was
introduced to Creative Mornings Charlotte. Creative Mornings happens in many cities, its a network of
sorts, but the one here in Charlotte I'm told is one of the most vibrant. Every time we gather there is
standing room only. The first Friday of the month in various locations across CLT there are creatives,
writers, sculptors, poets, artisans that work with moss, people that rap and share modern dance. It's very
much a collective of inspiration. The gathering is loud and excited and funny. At moments there’s a tear
shed and this past Friday the gathering was at Myers Park United Methodist Church, just down the street.

There’s always a guest speaker and this time it was Lee Ko who, is a “multidisciplinary artist based in
Charlotte, North Carolina, whose work explores memory, transformation, and collective human
experience through sculpture and material-based installations. Through long-term initiatives such as The
Hands Project and her nonprofit work with Hands On Well, Lee creates spaces where art becomes a
shared experience shaped by many hands and voices. These projects reflect her belief that art is both a
personal act and a collective experience rooted in relationships, care, and connection.Rather than the
power of a single, fully resolved form, Lee is drawn to the collective resonance that emerges when small,
seemingly fragile elements accumulate and intertwine.”

Lee Ko had a disorienting time of autoimmune disease finding ways to use her God given gifts until at
some point she is likely to lose her capacity to create art due to Rheumatoid Arthritis. Although her hands
are a memory of family and heritage, and a tool for art they are also a reminder of the fragility of her
humanity. If we are honest, our hands are also a reminder of our own fragility and our own humanity. |
cannot recall which age | was, but at some point | looked down at my hands and | said, well these
certainly aren’t my hands these are the hand of my mother. The skin is not as elastic, the age spots not
yet arrived. | look in the mirror, and | think (because | have a similar countenance as my mother), “Oh hey
mom, how you doing?” No need for a mirror to see our hands, they are right in front of us. We all
experience this disorientation looking at a mirror not realizing who we are, looking at our hands thinking
these aren’t our hands, considering a health concern like the artist atCreative Mornings.

We all experience disorientation. Disorientation happens in many different stages, maybe the world's
stage: a pandemic, a natural disaster, an economic downturn, we all collectively feel disoriented. There
are other personal ones like family or marital conflict, perhaps a job loss, a change in health or diagnosis
even if it's a small one, they can really get to us and see life differently. It could be also big things that
change everything. Sometimes disorientation isn't dramatic, but it's a slow realization that the foundations
we once relied upon are no longer there. Maybe we’ve grown absent with some of the closest friends we
care for. It's not because something bad happens, it just happens. We lose touch. We realize that we had
this assuredness at one point, a confidence about our station in life, or what we were doing, or some kind
of accolade we had received but we are in a different season now and those things don’t apply and we
feel like, “Where am 1? What am | doing? Why don’t | feel confident anymore?” Sometimes it isn’t one
thing it’s just a lot of different things and for us we are disoriented because life just doesn't feel look taste
or capture our imagination as it once had.

When life presents unexpected outcomes, they are not always unfavorable, but we can understand that
when we encounter anything in our life that is unexpected and it causes some kind of pain within us,
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that’s trauma. The American Psychological Association defines trauma as, "Any disturbing experience that
results in significant fear, helplessness, dissociation...” Dissociation is when you are kind-of looking off
into space, you’re not really where you are, you’re kind-of somewhere else. “...confusion, or other
disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long-lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior,
or other aspects of functioning."? In other words, we get into a difficult time, and that difficult time impacts
us so much that it changes who we are. It changes how we live our life. | want to encourage you, using
this definition. If some of us have been through seasons of life and we think, “Well, so and so has it worse
than us, or well, it's not that bad, or I'm okay now, so why am | so sad about it?” Just give yourself
permission to recognize that trauma is not just a car accident or something catastrophic. Trauma is also
when life is not going the way that we had expected, and things change and we try to adapt to it.

Now certainly in today's Gospel, Peter finds himself a traumatic situation. He’s disoriented. The disciples
and Jesus had tried to get away before and then the feeding of the 5,000 happened which we talked
about last Sunday. So finally Jesus and the disciples are able to get away and it’s interesting at the
beginning of the Matthew text this morning it says that Jesus made them get into the boat and Jesus
dismissed the crowds. I’'m guessing that wasn’t a quick ordeal. There’s this process of getting away, trying
to take the time for prayer, to take the time to seek God’s face. During that time, Jesus goes to the
mountaintop to pray as the prophets and priests before him had. The mountaintop is where God presents
Godself to the people. This is where Jesus seeks renewal. The disciples find themselves in the boat.

At the end of the evening before the sun has arisen, Jesus comes down and notices the boat they are in
was a little further out than where they wanted to be, and the wind was a little harder than it should have
been and the waves are coming. This is a terrifying experience. Jesus comes out on the water, walking
towards them. They were terrified, thinking Jesus was a ghost. Jesus said, “Take courage! It is I! Do not
be afraid.” Peter, perhaps in an effort to be assured it is Jesus says, “Lord, if It's you, tell me to come to
you out on the water.” “Come” Jesus says. Peter goes outcomes on this venture, but when he saw what
was up against him he became afraid, as any of us would in a storm walking on water in a lake. He
begins to sink.

I have no shame for Peter. His feeling of fear of doing something completely new, of doing something
humans are not normally supposed to be doing, his response is normal to such an occurrence is valid.
And he cries out, “Lord, save me!,” which is incredibly faithful. In the storm, “Lord, save me.”

We have those moments as people of faith when we cry out verbally or in our spirit, “Lord, save me!” And
certainly as it's hymn Sunday we think of the songs which echo the same prayers, “When the storms of
life are raging, stand by me... when the world is tossing me like a ship upon the sea, thou who rulest the
wind and water, stand by me.” - Charles Albert Tindley “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved
a wretch like me, | once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now | see.” John Newton As we will
sing in our service, “Savior, like a shepherd lead us, much we need your tender care.” Dorothy Thrupp
and Henry F. Lyte You could make your own list of the hymns which help you cry out for help. These
hymns help us when we are disoriented. You likely know that the tradition of the hymns like the rhythms of
our worship sustain us even when our memory is fleeing, | have seen people with advanced stages of
memory loss be able to sing the words, and say the Lord’s prayer and if they’re a musician even play the
hymns. Music lasts with us. It gives us hope in the midst of disorienting seasons of life.

I'll end with this story. The most disorienting time of my life presented itself after Seminary. | graduated in
2010 from Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary in Evanston, IL so Pastor Tim and | both have a
Chicago connection. Although we weren’t there at the same time. We have been shaped in the same
area. | found an opportunity in a beautiful congregation in a lovely neighborhood in north Chicago. As |
started getting my sea legs underneath me when a large storm came upon the church with an early
retirement, disgruntled members, and some dynamics | was not prepared to address left me with a
resignation within my first year. | found a position right away where | had interned in Detroit. There |
earned less than half of my first church. | had a new car payment | couldn’t afford. | was housesitting for a
woman who was incarcerated. It's a long story. | was working with men who had substance addiction or
homelessness. | had lost all my friends since s school was over, and since | moved from Chicago, and |
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lost my gym where | had worked and enjoyed fellowship. Had estranged relationship with my family.

In that house where | was housesitting | found myself listening to a lot of Bruce Springsteen. During
seminary | had lost a lot of weight and | had carried that as a badge of honor. During this time it turned
into anorexia which created patterns of panic and anxiety which kept me from being able to stand on my
own two feet. | had a therapist, but | realized that night | realized | wasn’t okay, but | did not know what |
needed to do to feel okay. So | prayed, listening to Bruce Springsteen and in my own way, | said, “Lord
save me. Save me from this job loss, this unexpected change, these economic challenges, the family stuff
going on, the financial issues.” This was summer 2011.

In my own understanding, Jesus reached out his hand and that hand presented itself through reality tv
shows of people in recovery. | did not have a substance issue, but | was watching people talk on TV trying
to get their lives together. In that prayer, when | asked, “Lord, save me.” | thought if Jesus was
resurrected from the dead, and Jesus promises us eternal life, than God can do that for me. Jesus
reached out his hand to me, by giving me peace through prayer, and giving me the strength to call my
health insurance to seek help. Long story short is that in 2011 | went into treatment for 7 weeks over
Christmas for an Eating Disorder. | turned in my keys and my wallet and | said, “Hey, I'm just here to get
better.” | was able through group and individual counseling, through prayer, reflection, time with fairly to
start rebuilding this sense of peace that kind-of fell apart after Seminary. | was a faithful person, | loved
Jesus, but there was a lot of stinking’ thinking’ | had to get through and there are ways | needed to learn
how to take care of myself.

The thing | know from that time that was 15 years ago, is that when we call out to Jesus to help save us,
Jesus does just that. And actually in our worship together, we get to do that every time we come into this
place. We get to say our Confession and Forgiveness together at the beginning and in that time of
Confession and Forgiveness we bring our whole selves to God. We say, “God here | am with all my faults
and failures, my disorientation, and the things I’'m fearful about and we say here | am, here is my
imperfection. Here are the ways we’ve done wrong. We give it to the Lord, and we hear from he Pastor
the words of Jesus, “Come to me all who are weary and who are carrying heavy burdens and | will give
you rest. In the name of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit your sins are forgiven. Rest in God’s love.”

We've been through the Psalms. The history of Psalm 85 is that it’s likely part of the worship setting of the
words of forgiveness, “Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him. That his Glory may dwell in
our land...Faithfulness will spring from the ground, righteousness will look down from the sky.” This is the
Jesus that we worship. He reached out his hand! That’s not the only time Jesus has reached out his hand
for me. | think about you and your story. What are the times Jesus reached out his hand, and you needed
him. The Lord Jesus Christ, in the midst of our daily life, reaches out his hand.

Would you take his hand?

Would you take his hand?
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