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9th Sunday after Pentecost

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord, and Savior, Jesus Christ.
From Ephesians, chapter 3, Paul says that “God’s intent was that, through the Church, His manifold wisdom would be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to His eternal purpose that He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. In Him and through faith in Him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. For this reason I kneel before the Father” (he says), “from whom every family in Heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you (being rooted and established in love), may have power, together with all His holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. To Him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever! Amen”.
Bridge
The seas (the oceans, for instance) have always been places of fear and the unknown. Mythologies have created sea monsters from their depths where darkness seems to be all that’s available … sometimes it’s imagined that those demons rise, then, to the surface to pull-down others to where they’re from. It’s that potential of drowning and disappearing into the depths of this mystery that’s always made those who travel such waters heavily dependent upon the boats they use to keep them on top, and protect them from whatever’s under the waves.
But, sometimes, we test the waters. About 4,500 years ago, men made 2 tragic mistakes: first, by assuming that the earth could never fully flood … that land was un-sinkable … that waters would always stay at bay by itself. And the second tragic mistake people made was to ignore the fact that it was a lifeboat that was being built right-there-in-the-middle-of-them-all.

In other words, people decided to leave the lifeboat of the ark un-filled. Invited to it from the beginning, finally (too late to engage themselves with it), that ark floated off with its full potential un-tapped. The mistaken notion (I think) is that not everyone got invited into that boat. That’s not true. Everyone got invited; “repent and be saved” was the word for it … and God would have relented, or had-built a bigger boat, had people done so. But everyone scoffed. Most laughed at it; others ignored it and stayed busy doing other things. A few, only, paid the boat any serious attention … only a “Remnant” (and that’s an appropriate word for that small group) bothered with the safe sanctuary that it was able (built) to provide.
Just over 100 years ago the industrialized world made 2 (similar) tragic mistakes. Thinking it un-sinkable, the “Titanic” literally lulled-to-sleep over 2,200 people at-risk in the waters of the north-Atlantic. Not adequately prepared for was their lifeboat situation, and the limited ones that were available rowed-away, eventually, with empty seats. Ill-prepared all the way around, only a third of the ships passengers (in the moments of truth) escaped death when the ship sank. In this case and the case of the Great Flood, tragedy struck because of arrogance, negligence, and insufficient preparation … and a poor use of the sanctuary (safety) which lifeboats are made to be.

Ironically, that one-third of Titanic’s membership is the same minimal percentage of Christians on congregational rosters who concern themselves with the lifeboat safety-training of Church sanctuaries. Today, with the same saving-ability that lifeboats always had, two-thirds of most any Church sanctuary remains empty every weekend. Specifically the places that God’s ordained as able to counter-act the effects of the storms of this world, most Christians, even, (let alone others), prefer (apparently) to weather the waves of life mostly on their own.

The same 2 tragic mistakes are being made, also, during our days just like they’d been made in the past. The first is thinking that our life, country, family, situations, lifestyle is un-sinkable. The other is that, even, those who’ve been baptized (and should know better by grace) leave the lifeboat-that’s-the-Church largely ignored and trivialized. Filled with potential and able to provide safety, strength, and appropriate confidence, God’s Church (poised, and powerful) sits highly un-tapped.
Text
And it was for the life promised through the Church (God’s provided lifeboat) that the apostle Paul was willing to die … and did. When he wrote his letter to the Ephesian Church, he was imprisoned and certain of his, eventual, execution. He was, though, willing to be condemned, and for one reason and one reason only: because he knew (so committed himself to) the power of the “manifold wisdom of God” (the mystery that, he said, was within the Church to uniquely “make known” to anybody who’d bother to listen). Paul died professing the lifeboat which God’s Church is … with the Word and Sacrament gifts it provides.
A lifeboat has always been the symbol for the Church. In our Old Testament lesson, a rainbow spanned that lifeboat of the ark after its work, marking the success of its mission to save those who were willing to enter it. 8 people (with all of civilization to follow) got the chance to live now and into eternity because of God’s refuge from the watery catastrophe that resulted from His giving-people-over to their own desires. Pulling-back-His-protective-hands-that-had-held-back-the-seas, God said (pretty much): “OK; have it your way and see how that all goes for you”. As safe as dry land can seem, we must remember that all of it (in the beginning) was covered with water. During creation week, God made dry land by pushing-back the waters of the seas which were there, first. He continued, then, to hold those waters back (still does) so that the dryness that we need to live stays that way … He’s still pretty busy with all of that. The rainbow promises that His hands still hold the seas back … and that work of His is, still, necessary since even mountaintops disappeared under the waves of the Great Flood. It would be a tragedy for us, today, to forget that (without God’s continuing care) earth’s health is tenuous.
And tenuous became reality all those years ago. Because people, before the flood, got complacent and arrogant and self-interested and ignored God, He said that He regretted having made men and women and decided to leave them all, then, to their own vices, saving, just, the one family who’d received the salvation that His lifeboat would provide. One family (only) obediently built and concerned themselves with a sanctuary … doing-so no matter what they thought about the idea. For these few, construction happened as precisely as God, Himself, specified, inviting all the way and, then, gathering into the boat the congregation (you could say) that God sent to them from the creatures that listened. After society ignored the message that God’s “Remnant” spoke of salvation, Noah, Shem, Ham, Japheth, and their wives and a bunch of animals road-out the storm that did come.

Where was God in all of this? Specifically: there in the lifeboat with that family, His Church.
Mark 6 shows Jesus there in the midst of a storm, but not, Himself, worried about the waves the Sea sent. Intending (for His own sake) to, just, walk along-side the, then, slow-moving disciples in their boat-trek, Jesus was stopped only-because the 12 were shocked at seeing the mystery of His walking out there in the middle the sea. At the uncertain sight of Him in that place, the disciples were terrified, and, so, Jesus climbed into the boat and calmed their fears. He showed them that (in this case) it was Him, obviously, there with them, saying “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” That storm, He was with them in … He never wasn’t. It’s not that storms would never happen again, but, with Jesus there-obviously-in-the-boat-and-calming, even the storm, itself, stilled.
On the night of the sinking of the “Titanic”, where was God there in the midst of the frigid north-Atlantic on April, 1912? My answer would be that He was there: “willing that everyone possible would get into lifeboats and be saved”, otherwise “grieving over the fact that there’d be any who didn’t make it into one”.

It’s rumored that the ship’s band sunk with-it on-deck, begging for God’s closeness by playing the song “Nearer, My God, to Thee”. I pray, today, that this is our prayer as well … and it’s prayed-for and invested-in long before a ship sinks that we might be on.
And that was Paul’s prayer for the Ephesian Church in chapter 3. He’d been building-up to this point (preparing the Church’s members by affirming their identity of God’s intention and, then, telling them of their salvation into that intention by grace through faith and, then, placing those saved into the deliberate preparation and safe sanctuary of the boat of His Church). God’s lifeboat of the Church wasn’t something that belonged to Paul (he, too, was a safe resident within it) but He said: the Church is God’s and for all real Christians (the “Remnant”) who concern themselves in it, concerning themselves in it, also, in their “inner being” by His Spirit in Christ. “Rooted and grounded” (invested and concerned) that way, Paul wanted people, not only, to carry on after he died, but, actually, flourish because of their commitment and readiness to continue honoring and purveying the mystery that the Gospel is, getting more and more “filled with the fullness of God”, he said, as they did.
Application
Water (from way back) has been considered the place of death and Hades, drowning and the darkness from the depths, the source of demonic monsters like Neptune and Leviathan. We’ve all, I know, had nightmares of being swallowed by water’s suffocation and hiding. But it’s that fear which God, Himself, mocks. The rainbow of promise turns deadly water into water He makes good in baptism (the pot-of-gold at the end of that rainbow is a font attached to His Son, Jesus’, death and resurrection) … and there’s a baptismal prayer that describes the death, cleansing, and, then, salvation which baptism bring (just as the Flood did). So if there’s one thing to learn … one thing that really “makes known the manifold wisdom of God” proclaimed and taught through the Church … then it’s this:
That “almighty and eternal God, according to Your strict judgment You condemned the unbelieving world through the flood, yet according to Your great mercy You preserved believing Noah and his family. Make us prepared and secure, trained and protected, readied and safe within the lifeboat of Your Church. Bless us with true faith by the Holy Spirit through the saving flood of our baptism. Keep us safe and secure in the holy ark of the Christian Church, separated from the fate of the multitude of unbelievers, in service to Your name at all times with a fervent spirit and joyful hope, so that, with all believers in Your promise, we might be declared worthy of eternal life, through Jesus Christ, our Lord.” In this, “God is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think”. Keep asking … keep thinking!
Preparing us for all the storms that we now face or will, may our Heavenly Father grant to us strength and confidence through +Jesus name. Amen.
