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“What are you afraid of?” It seems to be the appropriate question for this season as Halloween 

approaches. Pastor Zack and I were asking one another that very question as we decided to take a 

trip to the Erebus Haunted House up in Pontiac this past week. 

 

When I was younger, my mom and my aunts used to take me to a haunted house almost every 

year. Most of the time, I found myself looking for the nearest way out as I clung to an adult’s 

side hoping that something creepy wasn’t going to reach out and take me away to whatever abyss 

there might be nearby. It was the stuff that made for sleepless nights for me and for my parents 

who had to put up with a child experiencing bad dreams. In my mind, the menacing crazy 

surgeon was real, no matter how much an adult reassured me. 

 

As an adult, however, I noticed that my fears had changed as we travelled through the corridors 

of Erebus. I knew that the people in masks were just that, real people. I knew that the scenes 

were just stunts meant to surprise us and catch us off guard. What I had come to fear was the 

suspense of waiting for the next moment that someone would catch me off my guard. You’d 

peak around the corner knowing that someone is going to jump out and scare the blazes out of 

you, only to discover that someone was really lurking around an opposite corner or coming up 

behind you. It’s the suspense that startles you the most and gets your adrenaline going. So I did 

what anyone might do in my situation, I made sure that someone was in front of me to be scared 

first and Pastor Zack was behind me to prevent anyone from sneaking up behind me. Try as I 

might, though, there were still a few good scares left for me. 

 

Fear can be a surprising motivator, can’t it? I’m a “Let’s just keep moving” type of guy when it 

comes to haunted houses. On the other hand, fear can also stop us in our tracks, can’t it? 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning seems perfect as we reflect on the question “What are you 

afraid of?” After feeding the masses, Jesus sends the disciples ahead of him to the other side of 

the Sea of Galilee. Pay attention to how they react when a storm brews up on the lake. Hear these 

words from Matthew 14:22-33: 
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Immediately he 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.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

I don’t know about you, but I have to confess that I always enter into our annual generosity 

campaign with a little bit of fear and trembling. I think about the amazing ministries that happen 

here in this place and I wonder how Dawn and I might respond as they continue to grow. I 

especially experience a little bit of fear and trembling as I think about what God may be asking 

of us.  

 

This past week, I found myself thinking about Linda, who stopped by my office just the other 

month. Linda had significant spinal surgery several months ago. As a result, she had to learn how 

to walk all over again. Her recovery was going to take several months and she wasn’t sure what 

might happen. So Linda’s husband, John, brought her over here to the Christian Life Center 

(CLC) so that she could use her walker on the walking track. At first, it was just a task getting 

into the building. I used to watch Linda as she slowly walked around the track with her walker, 

just a lap at a time. 

 

When I saw her the other month, Linda was walking without her walker. I asked her how she 

was doing and she said, “Pastor Elbert, I don’t know what I would have done without the 

walking track and the staff who encouraged me each day. I came in each day, and at first I 

couldn’t do much, but before I knew it I was doing several laps. Each day, the ladies at the desk 

and the people walking with me told me that I could do it. I’m walking again because of those 

staff members and walkers and the track in the CLC.” 

 

When she was worried about that long road to recovery from surgery, Linda found a team of 

staff and volunteers along with a track in this building that helped her to walk again. People 

walked beside her in this place, giving her the strength to keep walking. Sometimes you are 

sending caring ministers to the bedsides of those who are sick or awaiting surgery and other 

times you are walking with those who are relearning how to walk. Children fill this building 
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throughout the week, learning that they are loved and accepted in this place. Each day, there are 

life-transforming ministries that happen because of your generosity. 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, Jesus’ disciples had just witnessed the miraculous feeding 

of the multitudes as Jesus received and blessed five loaves of bread and two fish. Following this 

life-transforming miracle, Jesus dismissed the crowds and sent the disciples over to the other side 

of the Sea of Galilee in a boat while he went up a mountain to pray. 

 

In that boat on the Sea of Galilee, a storm came up on them in the evening and battered their boat 

while they were far from shore. It was not until early in the morning that Jesus finally comes 

down off of the mountain to meet them. Jesus, however, doesn’t paddle another boat out to meet 

them. No! Instead, he walks out on the water, in the midst of the chaos of the storm. While some 

might think that he’s defying gravity, Matthew’s audience hears this as something that only God 

can do. Only God can stand on top of the waters in the storms. 

 

The disciples—who’ve just witnessed the feeding of the multitudes— forget all the miracles 

they’ve seen and resort to what they know best. They are terrified! They are struck with fear 

about what they see in front of them. Chaos is swirling about them. (Sound familiar?) They think 

that Jesus has to be a ghost. Jesus, however, speaks to them to assure them, “Hey, don’t be 

afraid! It’s me!” 

 

Peter calls back, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” Invite me into 

the chaos. As Jesus invites him, “Come,” Peter takes his first step of faith out of the boat. It isn’t 

long, though, before the waters begin to wash over him and poor Peter begins to sink. So Peter 

calls out again, “Lord, save me!” And Jesus reaches out and brings him up out of the waters. 

 

You know, we often hear this story and call out Peter for his lack of faith or for not keeping his 

eyes on Jesus. We might even say that his fears got the best of him. Yet, it was Peter, of all the 

disciples, who had the courage to step out of the boat and place his life, not in the sea, but in 

Jesus. Might he have been fearful? YES! But he stepped out of the boat in faith to walk towards 

the One who had called out to him first to “Come;” to meet Jesus on the water. And when the 

storms began to rage, he discovered the same Jesus who lifted him out of the waters that became 

too much for him. 

 

As we gather together on Taking the Next Steps Sunday, we have been praying our campaign 

prayer throughout this season. As we’ve shared stories of the life-changing ministries of this 

church, we’ve asked ourselves, “Lord, where would you have us to be in our giving? How might 

we be a part of what you are seeking to do at Birmingham and Berkley First?” Our Taking the 

Next Steps campaign has been about sharing our vision to live out our purpose “to gather, 

nurture, and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the world” as we embrace 

a bold FORWARD vision that includes growing in our relationship with God through discipling 

ministries, building relationships with those in their 20s and 30s, and expanding relationships 

through multi-site ministries. 

 

Our staff and our priorities have been reconfigured around those initiatives and helping people to 

grow as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ; to look more like, love more like, and be more like 
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Jesus each day. When the chaotic storms of a divided sea in the greater church, of deep political 

riffs within our own nation, and even the changing dynamic of ministry locally faces us, at 

Birmingham and Berkley First we have always listened carefully for the voice of the one who 

calls us out into the chaos as he did Peter that day. 

 

In faith, we step out into the storm-filled waters, because we have come to discover that we find 

Jesus on those waters; Jesus who through our gathered resources feeds the multitudes; Jesus, 

who in our midst, has brought healing to those on the journey with us; Jesus, who does not leave 

Peter to face the waters alone when he boldly steps out into them. No, Jesus doesn’t leave him to 

drown in the midst of the storm. 

 

Rather, Jesus reaches out to him and to us when we have made the risk to face the fear of the 

storm and step out into the waters. We believe together in a Jesus who walks out into the storm, 

invites us onto the waters, and doesn’t leave us to drown in them. Rather, he lifts us and 

empowers us to be the vessel of hope for others who find themselves in the midst of all those 

storms. So what are we afraid of, my friends, as we gather here on this Taking the Next Steps 

Sunday? 

 

I heard a story this past week of a family that was joining a United Methodist Church in Plano, 

Texas, a while back. As the family was taking their vows of membership, Pastor Don 

Underwood asked them, “Will you be loyal to this church, upholding it by your prayers, your 

presence, your gifts, your service, and your witness?” At the same time, all of the adults said, 

“Yes.” Before Pastor Don could go on, however, a young five-year-old boy in the family chimed 

in his response, saying, “I will try.” 

 

Friends, I think that is the most honest answer I have heard as we think about what it means for 

us to live as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. Each day, we are trying to live more like, love 

more like, and be more like Jesus. Isn’t that what the world needs more of; Jesus who has the 

power to transform lives, communities, and the world? 

 

I found this note in my mailbox this morning from one our South Oakland Shelter guests: 

 

Thank you again for everything you have done. I do not understand how much 

work comes in from your side, but we appreciate it from our side. I wanted to 

send a “Thank you” from our address because without you and all your efforts we 

would not be able to be here.  Your efforts, activities and planning are unmatched 

compared to all the churches I stayed at and I can honestly say that now that we 

are out. Thank you again. If you ever need volunteers or anything, we always 

have time.  

 

A family without a house found a home in this place and the resources to help them find a home 

of their own.  

 

As we gather together this morning, the time has come for each us to respond to the question that 

we’ve been asking ourselves, “Lord, where would you want me to be in my giving?” 
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In addition to sharing our hopes and dreams for the coming year and the stories that you’ve heard 

about lives that have been transformed by the ministries of this church, we’ve also shared a 

devotional as well as a step chart that is filled out for you this week as you consider where God 

might be leading you to take the next steps in your giving. The goal of Taking the Next Steps is 

simply for everyone to seek God’s leading in the use of the financial resources that God has 

entrusted to each of us. You are invited to respond by completing an estimate of giving card with 

the amount that God leads you to give to the work God is doing in and through Birmingham and 

Berkley First. 

 

After all the responses have been received, our church leadership will begin the process of 

developing a ministry plan for the coming year based on your response and embrace more fully 

the vision that we’ve shared. 

 

As we prayerfully respond to the question, “Lord, where are you calling me to be in my giving?” 

each of us is invited to decide how we might be a part of what God is doing through the 

transformational ministries of this church. I really hope that you understand that your response is 

not about the need of our church to receive your money. In fact, if that is your primary 

motivation, please do not fill out a card. 

 

We’ve sought to make this campaign simply about one thing and one thing only: each of us 

taking the next step in our own spiritual journey and the life of discipleship as it is expressed 

through the sharing and giving of our gifts. When you have given, you didn’t know that a 

homeless family would find a home or someone would learn to walk again. You gave in faith.  

The greatest message that is preached today is the message of our collective response to God 

through the offering of our decisions. 

 


