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I. More than Refuge

Yesterday, while preparing this sermon, | took a break to lead a singing bowl meditation on
Zoom for a national conference. Much to my chagrin, the peaceful resonance of the bowls was
suddenly interrupted by a barrage of text notifications chiming through my computer. A family
group chat had erupted, though | had no idea why.

Later | discovered the cause: my family was reacting to news that President Trump was sending
federal troops to occupy Portland.

Isn’t that how life feels now? Just when we try to breathe, another alarm bell rings.

When the meditation ended, | apologized, embarrassed by all the interruptions. One participant
responded with grace: “l welcomed them as extra bells — an invitation to go deeper.”

That feels like a metaphor for our time. The practices that once grounded us no longer work as
they did. The barrage of bad news and political chaos pierces even the calmest souls. To live
faithfully now, we must learn to integrate these interruptions so they become calls to deeper
connection with Spirit, with one another, and with a peace that does not depend on
circumstances.

Because let’s be honest: the traumas and anxieties of our world are not going away anytime
soon.

So the question is: How do we live with resilience and respond faithfully in such a time? How
do we find joy that does not depend on external circumstances, or everything turning out okay?
A joy that doesn’t cause us to flee the world so much as energizes us to act gracefully and
faithfully within it?

Over the past three weeks, we've been building a layered answer.

In week one of our series, we named the storms shaking our world not only as collapse but as
possibility — the Spirit breaking open old wineskins so new wine could be poured.

In week two, we traced how Christianity has moved from its grassroots beginnings, through
centuries of entanglement with empire, into a new form being born today: Christianity 3.0 — a
faith less about walls and more about bridges, less about domination and more about love.



And last week, our Conference Minister, Tyler Connoley, reminded us that even in the bleakest
landscapes, God plants refugia —hidden pockets of life, like those on Mount St. Helens, where
life persists and new life rebounds.

| want to dig deeper into that image. A refugia is not just a place to ride out the storm. It is a
seedbed — where resilience and renewal spring up in ways no one thought possible.

This matters because the storms around us may very well get worse before they get better. 'm
not just talking about climate change, though that’s real enough. | mean our politics. Our
culture. Our shared life.

More and more people are no longer asking, “How can we prevent collapse?” but “How do |
prepare for it?”

| don’t believe collapse is inevitable. Yet I've found that preparing for the worst frees me from
fear. If 'm ready for the storm, | don’t have to obsess about my survival. | can ask instead: How
can | help if, God forbid, such things come to pass? How can | not just stay safe, but keep others sdfe, if
the frayed bonds that have held our society together snap altogether?

When societies collapse, people often think stockpiles of money or gold will save them. But
history shows the opposite. Money can inflate or vanish. Gold can make you a target. The real
asset — besides faith — is community. A tight-knit, diverse, supportive community becomes
the safety net when storms hit.

So ask yourself: if the world were to fall apart, what kind of person would you want to be?
Someone hiding, hoping to survive! Someone loosely connected, scraping by? Or someone who
belongs to a community with the strength not only to endure but to reach out, rescuing others
in the storm? In other words, a community that does God’s work, becoming God’s very hands
and feet?

This latter goal may sound naive. But our faith tradition survived three centuries of Roman
persecution — an empire far more ruthless than our own — precisely because the Spirit
empowered people to attempt what was impossible alone.

God called Abraham to leave all that was familiar, Moses to speak despite his stammer,
Jeremiah to lead despite his youth, Isaiah to go despite his uncleanness. Every time, God
answered their insufficiency the same way: “l will be with you.”

Before moving on, | invite you to consider the kind of person you would like to be if things
move from bad to worse, and what kind of community you want to be a part of and help
support.

Il. From Jehovah’s Witness to Jehovah’s Participant
Our reading from Matthew’s gospel focuses on Simon Peter’s attempt to walk on water. Ill

admit that for much of my adult life, I've doubted whether this story happened exactly as told
— whether Jesus literally walked on water, or Simon did, even for a moment. But I've never



doubted the truth it conveys. Its power has always been less about historical detail and more
about what it reveals of our lives with God.

Ironically, in recent years I've encountered enough stories — and even some personal
experiences — that seem to bend the laws of nature, or at least expose how little we
understand them, that I’'m more open than ever to the possibility that this story may be
historically true. Yet its enduring importance lies not in proving what did or didn’t happen two
thousand years ago, but in showing us what continues to happen, again and again, right up to
this very moment.

Picture the scene: Simon, already a disciple who has said yes to Jesus, sees him walking across
the stormy sea. The others stare in fear and amazement. Simon alone asks not just to watch,
but to participate: “Lord, if it’s you, call me out there with you.”

They say courage isn’t the absence of fear, but action in spite of it. Surely the thought of
stepping out onto water in a storm was terrifying. Yet Simon’s fear was matched — and even
eclipsed — by wonder. Wonder at the possibility of moving from witness to participant, from
observer of a miracle to becoming part of the miracle itself.

So, he goes. For a moment, Simon actually walks on water. Then the storm distracts him, fear
takes hold, and he sinks. But even then, he discovers he is safe in Christ’s hand.

When Simon climbs back into the boat, he is not the same man. He knows now that even if he
sinks, Jesus will not let him drown. He is no longer paralyzed by risk.

Not long after, Jesus nicknames Simon “Peter,” which means “Rock.” This is the man who just
sank like a rock! | can almost hear the disciples laughing—until Jesus added, “And on this rock |
will build my church.”

What does this story mean for us here, in this ship called FCC?

The point could not be clearer, nor more timely: the church is not built on perfect faith. It is
not built on people who never falter. It is built on those who dare to step out of the boat. Not
Jehovah’s Witnesses — but Jehovah’s Participants.

I1l. Strengthening FCC’s Ship

When | look at this congregation, | see a strong ship — a potential refugia — a community filled
with people who don’t just warm pews but serve, study, pray, and ask, “How can we be of help?”
That is a tremendous gift.

Now, even a strong ship can take on water. And | see two holes we need to patch if we are to
withstand the coming storms and help others.

The first hole is participation. We need more people to move from passengers to deckhands.
More who say “yes” to teaching children and youth. More who welcome visitors on Sunday.
More who help with the Wednesday night Connections dinners and with fellowship after



worship — bringing treats, setting up, serving — so that even coffee hour becomes a feast of
welcome for the weary.

The second hole is financial. In recent years, we’ve strengthened staff and made salaries fairer
— that was faithful. But giving hasn’t kept pace, and we’ve been drawing dangerously on
reserves. If we don’t change course, by 2026 we’ll face crippling cuts.

Here’s the good news: the patch for both holes is the same. We shift from fear-based giving to
Spirit-led giving.

Fear-based giving says, “The institution needs me. If | don’t give more time and money, it might
not survive.” The focus is on the church’s survival.

Spirit-led giving flips that around. It says, “l need to give — because my soul thrives when | do.”
The soul is not a hoarder. Like breath, it needs to flow in and flow out. If it only receives, it
suffocates. If it only gives, it collapses. Healthy giving is about flow.

For centuries, the church taught that flow as a tithe — about 10%. My wife and | practice this,
but with a twist. We give 5% of our net income to the church and 5% to other places where
we see God at work. We aim for the same rhythm with our discretionary time: intentionally
reserving at least 10% beyond our regular obligations to serve and expand God’s Realm.'

We’ve never given because the church needed something. We give because our souls need to,
and want to. And in God’s economy, what strengthens the soul strengthens the church — and
what strengthens the church makes it a ship that can carry us and others through life’s storms.

Not everyone is in a position to give more of their time or treasure. And some are already
tithing. Yet, if everyone were tithing, or moved toward tithing by increasing their giving of time
and treasure by just 1%, we’d plug the leaks in this ship, helping us not only stay afloat but be a
refugia where others can find life.

So let’s remember: what the Spirit asks of us is never small. It is always more than we can
manage alone. Yet the Spirit who calls is also the Spirit who sustains.

The Spirit’s call doesn’t always sound like silence or serenity. Sometimes it sounds like bells
interrupting a meditation, warning of troubles ahead. Sometimes it sounds like a voice saying,
“Come, don’t despair over these troubles. Walk on top of them.” When we answer the call,
we don’t just witness miracles. We become part of them.

The church is not built on perfect faith, but on imperfect people who step out of the boat. Even
when we falter, we become a rock — a refugia — where new life can take root and flourish.

' For more on the historical and contemporary practice of tithing, and creative ways to more toward it, see my
“Sermon on the Amount”: https:/tinyurl.com/mv8fSkyn
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