In the same boat
Acts 27:33-37

Dear brothers and sisters, dear guests, as you listened to today’s reading you might have wondered whether we were not reading an adventure story instead of the Bible. To be saved, we don’t need to know whence the wind blew, how deep the sea was, why they tried to hold the ship together with ropes and how many days they went without food. The story would make a good movie. But not much of the spiritual going on there.
But precisely by being so ordinary the story presents the Christian faith in everyday life. And that’s what we want to hear! No theological problems are discussed here. No talk of justification by faith. No mention of substitutionary atonement or of Jesus’ second coming. And yet all of this is hidden in the background. And that’s how it goes in life. We don’t often talk about faith although everything stands on it.

Let us first look at the four main characters in our story. First of all, the owner of the ship, a businessman. He might have taken a loan at a bank to hire sailors, buy grain in Egypt and now he wants to sell it in Rome and make profit. Then the ship’s captain, undoubtedly an experienced pilot who would not be easily taken by surprise. Third, Julius the centurion, a worthy soldier who has proved his worth in many battles. Now his task is to transport an important prisoner to Rome; he answers for him with his own life. That prisoner is Apostle Paul, also known as Saul of Tarsus, who claimed his right as a Roman citizen and appealed to Caesar to cleanse himself from the accusation which had nearly cost his life in Jerusalem. The rest are nameless sailors, other prisoners and passengers. 276 total. Like a larger Brethren church.
Headwind made their journey slow and so they reached Crete later than expected. The season for sailing further had passed. Fall has come and they must decide what to do. Either they will stay in harbor and wait through winter or they will take a risk and sail on.

Notice that when people decide about something, they mostly act on their faith. The ship owner wants to sell grain. The sooner he reaches Rome the higher price he can get. So he hurries. He believes in what he wants. He is obsessed with his business plan and refuses to admit that it might not work out. Nothing is wrong with that. That is his business. But may he involve his neighbors in his plans? Shouldn’t one rather admit openly and publicly that his decisions are based on where his money is?

The ship’s captain believes in his own skills. Therefore he is willing to sail in winter. He is sure that he will succeed, as he has always succeeded. When someone is successful they often think they will always have good luck. They run into danger feeling that nothing bad can happen. It is a large ship. She has been through many storms and she has never gone down. The pilot too has always found a way. But how many ships and people have gone down. How many power plants have exploded, how many big companies, banks and countries have gone bankrupt. What has never yet happened to us may very well happen tomorrow.
Apostle Paul is the only one who is cautious. His advice is to wait through winter. He doesn’t want to tempt God. Yet he too is in a hurry. The sooner he reaches Rome the sooner he may be free. He too has his plans. He wants to preach the gospel in Spain before the Lord comes again. And yet he advises to stay in harbor and not to take unnecessary risks. Faith does not make us unvulnerable and ever successful. Faith teaches us modesty and caution.

Julius the centurion hesitates. He is afraid to decide. He too wants this to be over. The sooner he hands over the prisoner, the better. But what if the wind drives them against rocks? In the end he follows what others say. He believes in the self-confidence of the ship owner and the experience of the captain and he boards the ship.

So we can’t divide people into believers and nonbelievers. We all believe in someone or something. Some believe in themselves. Some believe in people they admire. Some believe in what others say. But all of these just think they do it that way. In reality they believe in what they want to believe. And that is not secure.
The Apostle’s faith is surprisingly sober and cautious. He could have said confidently, “I will pray and nothing bad will happen to us.” I know Christians who say a prayer and then speed up on a narrow road as if it was a freeway. I know Christians who think they can arrange the impossible with God. Paul is not like them. He is not forgetting that God’s help is not for us to boast of or to abuse. Faith in Jesus Christ teaches us humility, to wait and step aside rather than to spread false hopes.

If anyone can be said to be trapped by their faith, it is the businessman, the captain and the Roman centurion. The first wants to earn money, the second trusts his skills, the third believes in those who believe in themselves. The Apostle is the only one who uses reason. Healthy Christian faith must protect us from fanaticism and blindness of all kinds. But who cares? When someone acts well and speaks reasonably they don’t write about it in the paper.

Finally it was to be decided by a referendum. More heads are better than one. Voice of people, voice of God. But this too is illusion. Even the majority can be wrong. Even though they democratically decided on continuing on their journey, it nearly cost them their lives. Even if everyone told us that a particular solution was the best and everyone was agreed, it could still be wrong and we could still pay dearly.
If only the Apostle had been free and could have stayed on shore. But he was on board. He was a prisoner and had to board against his will. That sometimes happens to us also. Life doesn’t ask us, we end up in situations which we did not wish to happen and which we did not cause. Did our grandparents wish for war? Did any of our parents want the Communists to be in power? Does anyone want to be sick or handicapped? Does anyone want to be in debt or lose a job? And yet these things happen and we must learn to cope with them.

The Apostle could have sat below deck and lament quietly or complain. He could have reproached them over and over for making a mistake. He could have planned an escape with the sailors. He could have thought that his life was more important to God than the lives of those who were involved in politics or business. He could have thought, “I don’t care if we sink, I believe in eternal life.” He could have kept silent and passively wait for what would happen to him. Instead, however, he tries to bring courage and strength to those who are in the same boat. That’s what a church and every single Christian should be like. Like a friend through thick and thin. Like a wife who will not leave you even if you make a fatal mistake.
When nothing serious is going on it doesn’t seem to matter what people believe in. Let them believe whatever they want. We have freedom, don’t we. But when life is hard on us it comes as a surprise how strong and resistant a faith in Christ can be. He who believes in the One who was raised from the dead knows that it is always meaningful to try. Where others think “God is punishing us for our errors and sins,” a Christian knows he or she has been forgiven and refuses to give up.

But when things get rough, someone always gets an idea that they could at least save themselves or a few elect. The sailors secretly untie a lifeboat and are ready to save themselves. Sadly, this idea sometimes occurs also to Christians. Instead of praying “Our Father” we begin to whisper “My Father, help me! Heal me! Make the evil thing go away from me!”
But what happens to others? It is human and understandable to pray for our own rescue but it is not strictly speaking Christian. In this story, Paul does not pray for himself but for all who are on board with him. There is no other way of going about it on a ship. Either all are saved, or all perish. Life on this earth is like being on a ship. Can we set ourselves apart from this world, run away to solitude, isolate ourselves? Probably there have been people like that but Jesus was not one of them. He did not send his disciples into the desert or in a monastery but into the world, to save all who would not refuse them.

Christians are sometimes tempted to be like the sailors who plotted to steal the boat and save themselves. But the Apostle knows that without them the ship is lost. Christians may not run away from this world. The world needs the church. It cannot be saved without the church because it will not hear about Christ who did not die for the elect few, but for all.

And so it is the prisoner in our story who becomes the leader and rescuer of all on board. After fourteen days of being carried by the wind to they didn’t know where everyone lost hope. But Paul comes to them and says: “Come, have some food and be strong so God can rescue you.” And he breaks bread for them, saying: “Don’t be afraid. God told me that I would get to Rome and as He will save me, He will save all on board. Soon we will see an island.” 
Under normal circumstances this would sound bold and confident. At a time when even the sailors stopped eating, these words bring them back to life. When people stop eating, it is very bad. When sailors, businessmen, soldiers and politicians give up, who will give people hope? When the church is afraid, where will our world go?

God gave us this world and people around us to rescue them. We are not any better or smarter than they but we can give them hope and courage, even as we ourselves often lose them. We are here to serve them. Sometimes by just simply handing out a slice of bread to the hungry or to those who have given up on life. 

It doesn’t matter that we are just a few. Sometimes even a single person who hears God’s voice can save others. God’s word brings us back to life. “Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.“
We often find ourselves in situations when much, if not all, depends on whether we and people around us will have enough courage and hope. We must keep a cool head and not overrate our own strength. To act reasonably and trust in God for whom nothing is impossible. We are on a ship that is tossed about. And we are not alone on board. Let’s keep our spirits up and trust God to fulfill what He has promised.

Amen
