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• Some years ago, my CREDO friend, Sarah Shofstall, was at a conference. An 
ordained woman from another denomination was a featured speaker. 
During a break, Sarah saw her in the elevator. Sarah introduced herself, and 
said she was a priest in The Episcopal Church. “Oh,” the other woman said, 
“you Episcopalians have a hard time taking your power from the Lord!” Well, 
there may be some truth to that. Yet, the same could be said about many 
people. For all of us are good at taking ‘our power’ from something other 
than God ~ from our institutions, from our social opportunities, and from the 
money we use. Though we have a deep spiritual tradition, few of us know 
how to access it. And though we have Bibles in our homes, we don’t know 
where to begin with them. What, then, does it mean to take our power from 
the Lord? 

• The prophet Elijah, resting in a cave at the mountain of God, provides a 
compelling example.  At first, we may think Elijah differs from us. Yet, the 1

opposite is more true. When Elijah is inspired, nothing can stop him. But 
when he becomes afraid, all bets are off. 

• The scene in our first reading comes just after the famous spiritual contest 
on Mt Carmel.  In that contest, Elijah had challenged the wily King Ahab to 2

assemble 450 of his idol-worshipping false prophets. After dramatically 
calling down fiery power from the Lord, Elijah slew them all.  King Ahab 3

then fled home to tell his wife Jezebel what happened. Hearing the news, 
she said, “So may the gods do to me” if I don’t do the same to Elijah by 
tomorrow! 

• At Mt. Carmel, Elijah had demonstrated faith when challenging King Ahab’s 
false prophets. But, afterwards, Elijah becomes afraid. So, he flees into the 
wilderness. Not a bad choice, as it turns out. Because, in addition to 
dwelling on his fears, he is able to sense the presence of God. In his hunger 
and despair, he lies down, asking the Lord to take his life. Twice, an angel of 
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the Lord touches Elijah, and tells him, “Get up and eat.” Fresh-baked bread 
and a jar of water are put before him. The second time, the angel says, 
“...eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.”  4

• In the quiet  silence of the wilderness, Elijah begins to take his power from 
the Lord, enabling his continuing mission. Yet, he is still not ready. So, he 
goes deeper into the wilderness, to Mt. Sinai, also called Horeb. At Sinai, 
Moses had seen the LORD, and received the Commandments. This is why 
the Lord twice asks Elijah, “What are you doing here?” It is ‘a God question,’ 
for which the Lord knows the answer. Yet, each time, Elijah sputters, “I, alone, 
am left;” a statement of feeling rather than of fact, perfectly summing up his 
view of the situation.    (pause) 5

• But here, God wants to show Elijah something that the spiritual contest on 
top of Mt Carmel had disguised. The real power of God is not found in the 
strength of fire or in the use of a sword. 

• So, to Elijah, hiding in a cave, God said this: “‘Go out, and stand on the 
mountain before the Lord, for the LORD is about to pass by.’ Now there was 
a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in 
pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the 
wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the 
earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound 
of sheer silence.”  6

• Where did Elijah find the power of God? In the silence... Yet, this was not 
what he had expected! Like us, Elijah expected God’s ‘might’ to appear in 
worldly ways, especially in those we associate with fearsome power. That 
would have meant hurricane winds, earthquakes, and raging fire. It might 
also have meant the purchasing power of kings’ treasuries and the weapons 
of their armies. But Elijah found the real power of God where we still find it 
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today. Not in a cave on a mountain somewhere in Egypt. We can take our 
power from the Lord in the silence, which is often only a step or two away.   
(pause) 

• Our Gospel today provides a remarkable parallel to Elijah’s circumstances, 
though it may not be obvious at first. Just as Elijah’s life was sought by King 
Ahab and Jezebel, Jesus’ life comes under the later scrutiny of King Herod 
and his wife, Herodias. After Herod beheaded John the Baptist, he gathered 
reports about Jesus. Jesus then retreated “in a boat to a deserted place by 
himself.” Seeking a quiet place to pray, he found that crowds had followed 
him into the wilderness. Having compassion on them, Jesus provided bread 
for them, just as the ravens and an angel had provided bread for Elijah in 
the wilderness. Jesus then sent the disciples on ahead of him, and the 
crowds back home. 

• Paralleling Elijah, Jesus goes up the mountain by himself to pray. He intends 
to pray through the night. As Matthew describes the scene, Jesus is aware 
of the disciples’ tough experience in the boat. He sees them, but they do 
not see him. The disciples find themselves battered by waves, far from the 
safety of shore. The apparent power of their immediate circumstances seizes 
their attention, just as we find when we are storm-tossed by unexpected 
events in our lives. 

• When they do see him, he is walking toward them on the sea, with the storm 
still raging. They cry out in fear, unaware of the true nature of his power, 
which is greater than storm-winds, earthquakes and forest fires. Hear what 
Jesus says to them: “It is I!” Not, ‘it is me,’ which would make him the object, 
and them the subject. He says, “It is I.” ~ For he is the great “I am,” the 
subject of all the objects of God’s creative and redeeming work.  Notice 7

how the strong wind still buffets the water when Peter steps out of the boat. 
The storm is only stilled when Jesus gets into the boat with them. 
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• Neither Elijah nor the disciples were promised ‘smooth sailing’ when they 
were called to serve God. This is one of the great myths of ‘social media 
theology,’ that those who follow God, won’t have problems! As the wise 
southern bishop who ordained me once said, “all God’s chi’ren got 
problems!” Sometimes, the way forward is not to step out into the storm. 
Instead, it is to find the quiet that comes when the Lord steps into the boat 
with us. For us to experience that peace, we have to be watching for him, 
and open and willing to receive him. 

• Putting spiritual trust in his presence is how we take our power from the 
Lord. It is wonderfully expressed in the song “Oceans,” by Hillsong United, 
the text of which I have put on the back of the handout. The song 
evocatively imagines Peter’s experience with Jesus, on the water. It begins, 
and ends, with these words: 

You call me out upon the waters 
The great unknown where feet may fail 
And there I find You in the mystery 
In oceans deep 
My faith will stand 

I will call upon Your name 
Keep my eyes above the waves 
My soul will rest in Your embrace 
I am Yours and You are mine  8
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Sadao Watanabe, Elijah, 1979 
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Sadao Watanabe, Jesus and Peter on the Water, 1975 
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Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

Jesus 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, battered 
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, saying, “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 worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” 

Notes: 

 See our first reading from 1 Kings 19:9-18. In the Bible, Mt. Horeb is also known as Mt. Sinai.1

 The episode on Mt. Carmel is recorded in 1 Kings 18:16-45.2

 1 Kings 18:36-40.3

 This parallels God’s provision for Elijah’s needs in the wilderness, when he is first introduced in 1 4

Kings 17:1ff. The raven in Sadao Watanabe’s wood block print illustrates that part of the story. 
{Watanabe was a Japanese Christian wood block print artist, who strove to keep alive the Japanese 
folk-art tradition of print-making. Sensitive observers note Buddhist and Southeast Asian cultural 
features in his biblically-themed work.}

 An echo of what Elijah says earlier, in the cycle of stories about him; see 1 Kings 18:22.5

 1 Kings 19:11-12.6

 Surely, this choice of words is meant to evoke the self revelation of God to Moses, in Exodus, who 7

reveals self as “I am,” or as “I am who I am” (see Exodus 3:14, in context). John’s Gospel uses this “I am” 
theme as a major motif. / It is interesting to notice here, how Peter’s subsequent words, as recorded by 
Matthew, echo Satan’s temptation of Jesus: ‘if you are the Son of God, then command this!’ / “If if it is 
you, command me to come to you on the water.”

 Songwriters: Joel Houston / Matt Crocker / Salomon Ligthelm. “Oceans (Where Feet May Fail)” lyrics 8

© Capitol Christian Music Group. Recorded, movingly, on the Hillsong United album, Zion.
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