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A Tale of a Fateful Trip 

I imagine many of you, like me, set your alarms to get up at I can only describe as an unholy 
hour on May 19th of this year.  Well, no, I tell a story.  I did not set my alarm to get up on May 19th, 
but my spouse did, and once the dogs started stirring and the coffee started brewing, I found 
myself lured out of bed, walking down the hall toward the television set. 

Now, if you were among the faithful who were enticed to wake up early, you know exactly 
what happened in the wee hours of the morning on May 19th.  We were all up at six a.m. because it 
was noon in the town of Windsor, and Prince Harry and Meghan Markle were about to tie the 
knot.   

I don’t know about you, but it was great fun to see the pageantry, to see British aristocrats and 
American royalty like Oprah make their way into the church.  I confess to a particular thrill at 
seeing the queen’s 1949 Phantom IV that the duchess of Sussex chose to ride to the church.   

I mean, it was entirely unlike any wedding that a normal person in the United States 
experiences, and it was that marked difference that made it wonderful and fun.   

Imagine my surprise, then to find myself absolutely riveted by a sermon at six in the morning.  
There is very little that rivets me at six in the morning, but when Bishop Michael Curry began 
preaching, this preacher took notice.  It was a soaring sermon on love and the power of love.   

Even the style writers at the New York Times took note, asking, “What if the surprise biggest 
star – the Pippa Middleton, if you will – of this royal wedding was a sermon about love?”  They 
noted, “Until that moment, the ceremony had been quite staid, stuffy even, with only the mention 
of ‘sexual union’ to keep us on our toes.” 

Finally, they observed, “with its repetition and emphasis, his sermon drew upon the devices of 
the black ecclesiastical tradition.  It was a striking contrast with the one delivered by Richard 
Chartres, the Bishop of London, at the royal wedding in 2011. 1 

Indeed, it was such a striking departure from the norms of the royal chapel that some 
commentators began to conjecture that the royal family was confused by it or bemused by it.  Some 
suggested it was an exercise in culture shock.   

I don’t know whether it was culture shock for that particular family or not, but I do know that 
whatever it was, folks took notice.   

Just as many of us reveled in the difference of the pomp and circumstance, so others reveled in 
the difference of other ways of preaching and worshipping.   

Difference can enrich the fabric of our lives immeasurably.  

Difference can also threaten the very things that offer us security.   

                                                
1 Bishop Michael Curry’s Full Sermon From the Royal Wedding in The New York Times, May 19,2018 
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When Jesus invites his disciples on to the boat on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, it seems such a 
quiet, unassuming thing.  Let’s get in the boat.  Let’s go on a pleasure cruise.  Let’s cross to the 
other side.   

Except it’s none of those things.  Crossing to the other side is an exercise in difference.   

You see, Jesus called his disciples to come and follow him while they were safely ensconced on 
the Jewish side of the lake.  But when he suggests that they go to the other side, they will cross out 
of the safe, clean, Jewish territory where everyone worshipped like them, ate like them, married 
like them, into the unclean, unsafe Gentile territory, where they will be confronted with people who 
don’t worship like them, eat like them, marry like them… in short, where people don’t live like 
them.   

If Mark’s Gospel narrative is known for one theological bias, it is that of Jesus as the breaker of 
boundaries.  Just as Bishop Curry preached about the transformative power of love in the world, 
so too does Jesus insist on a transformative, boundary breaking kind of love.   

The disciples don’t know it yet, but when they do reach the other side, Jesus will embark on 
what will surely look like a systematic campaign to ritually defile himself.  First, he will associate 
with a demon possessed man living among the tombs, a double-whammy of impurity, before 
healing a woman with a flow of blood and getting into a theological squabble with a Syro-
Phoenician woman whose bold questioning of Jesus seems to test whether his boundary-breaking 
kingdom preaching has limits.   

Oh, I know sometimes the Jesus of Mark’s Gospel can seem a bit unsure of himself, particularly 
the closer we get to the cross, but if there is one thing of which he is certain, it is the necessity of 
pushing aside any boundaries that separate us from one another and from God.   

But the disciples don’t know any of that yet.  They only know that he has asked them to get in 
the boat and go to the other side, the different side.   

And that difference makes them terrified.   

No wonder a storm blows up.  My friend Brian Blount likens the events of this story to the way 
a horror movie ratchets up the terror with each ensuing sequence of the script.  Jesus has asked 
them to turn aside from the things that define them as Jewish and trust only that God is in this 
thing that Jesus has started.  They must confront their fear of difference and boldly go where no 
one they know has gone before.  Of course a storm blows up! 

I was curious about the storm, so I did a little research along the way. 

The Sea of Galilee is only 200 feet deep at its deepest point.   

Did you know that the shallower a body of water is, the fiercer the storms that can arise?  
That’s why Lake Erie is far stormier than Lake Superior.  I had no idea.   

But it points to a lesson that I’ve been learning my whole life: that it is in the shallowest waters 
that the fiercest storms blow up.  Counter-intuitively, if you want safety, you have to go deep. 

I’ve found that to be true in life, in faith, in church… if you want safety, you have to go 
deep…deep into the fullness of what God is calling for from you and me, and from all of creation. 
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Years ago, I encountered a quotation from the German theologian Helmut Thielicke that has 
captivated me through the years.   He said, “Every time the preacher ascends the pulpit, he (or she) 
must be prepared to risk heresy.” 

That’s what Jesus is inviting the disciples to do; to risk heresy – for the sake of love. 

Now, Thielicke didn’t say that out of any great love for heresy.  He was a member of the 
confessing church in Germany during the second World War, a group that condemned the heresies 
of the Third Reich.  Moreover, theologians generally like to stay somewhere close to the pale of 
orthodoxy, which of course are the teachings that the larger church has found to be reliable.  But, 
Thielicke understood that elevating anything – anything at all – above God is idolatry.  So why 
would he want us to risk heresy?  Because God is love and so we must privilege love above all 
else.   

I have a quiz I developed a few years ago, it’s entitled, “Are You a Heretic?”   

As a general rule, folks love taking it, probably because we always do it in a safe space where 
we’re free to talk about and engage the issues that the church has struggled with down through the 
years.  I’m always amazed to see who is disappointed to find out they are not a heretic, and who is 
excited to find out they are.   

We’re living in something of an iconoclastic age these days, and most folks don’t want to be 
tied to anything that sounds doctrinaire or dogmatic.  So, the invitation to risk heresy may not 
seem so cutting edge these days… but that’s not why he said it.  He said it to show how far the 
church must be willing to go to reflect the lavishness of God’s love for creation.   

Friends, remember, the role of the followers of Jesus, of the church, is never to be on the trailing 
end of inclusivity and hospitality and love, but rather, on the leading edge.   

To stay on the leading edge of love requires that we be willing to put even our most cherished 
beliefs under the microscope of the Gospel.   

What it is that you hold most dear?   

And what if it were threatened?   

It’s easy to Monday-morning quarterback those disciples, but remember difference isn’t always 
easy to embrace.   

Everything about their lives thus far was sheltered by what their community, indeed, even 
their faith community, told them was good.  And it’s interesting, nowhere does Jesus say that they 
have to reject the place from which they came.  He only invites them to take the next step, to go 
deeper into the love of God.   

“Let us go across to the other side.” 

How often is it true that boundary-breaking love is bound to make storms arise? 

I know it’s a commonplace that nobody ever said faith is easy, just reference Paul’s litany of 
insults from our epistle lesson today for example.   

But Jesus didn’t offer easy. 

He offered instead the kingdom of God.   
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And for those who will go out in the deep water, he calms the storm.   

And that’s just it.  The one who calls us out into the deep water, the one who calls us to go 
across to the other side, to risk a kingdom message that is so boundary-breaking and difference-
embracing that it challenges and shapes our very core being, is the one whom even the winds and 
seas obey.  And we are invited precisely because the stakes are so high.   

I heard recently a story I’d like to tell in closing, about the great American soprano Beverly 
Sills.  Sills was the mother of two special needs children.  Her daughter was born profoundly deaf, 
and her son suffered from substantial cognitive disabilities.  Right as her career began to take off, 
she stopped singing, turning down all singing engagements to remain at home to attend to the care 
of these two children who needed her more than anyone else did.  After some time, she returned to 
opera.  She herself said she came back a different person.  “Before,” she said, “I was a combination 
of everyone else’s ideas: the director, the conductor, the tenor.  After I came back, I talked back… I 
felt if I could survive my grief, I could survive anything,” she said. “Onstage I was uninhibited, 
and I began to have a good time.’ 

A story is told that near the end of her career, she was in a receiving line following a matinee 
performance at the Met.  She was scheduled to sing again, that night, and a gentleman approached 
with his young daughter who was an aspiring singer.  The great diva began speaking with the 
young woman, who was overcome with emotion at meeting her idol and began to chatter away.  
Ms. Sills asked her what she was doing to care for her voice, “Was she drinking enough water?” 

Finally, the girl’s father became embarrassed at how long the conversation was taking and 
interrupted his daughter, “Dear, Ms. Sills has to sing another performance tonight.  We need to be 
going.” 

But the soprano said, “No, I don’t have to sing again tonight,” and continued talking to the 
young woman.   

They chatted for a few more minutes, and the man became truly anxious and again interrupted 
his daughter, “Ms. Sills really needs us to go.  She has to sing again in just a few hours.” 

And the soprano said, “No, I don’t have to sing.” 

The man said, “But I see your name, right here, in the program.  It says you have to sing again 
at eight o’clock tonight.” 

And the great diva said, “Sir, this is the Metropolitan Opera.  I don’t have to sing, I get to sing.   

Friends, Jesus is offering nothing less than the boundary-breaking, difference-embracing 
Kingdom of God.   

We don’t have to go to the other side, we get to go to the other side.   

So, let’s get on the boat.  Let’s risk heresy together, for the sake of love. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 


