Practicing Courage
Matthew 14:22-29
Rev. Dan Schumacher
William Sloane Coffin once said that when it comes to faith, “first you leap, and then
you grow wings.”
But how do you work up the courage to leap in the first place?
It was several years ago now. I was relatively new to First Baptist and Garry Hill was
involved with autocross racing. Do you know what autocross is? Neither did I.
Autocross is a time trial-based race event. Each racer gets three or four runs to take their
car through the course as quickly as possible. You’re not racing against other cars, but
against the clock.
Well, one day Garry was talking about it. I was asking questions, because I wanted to
get to know Garry better. He told me all about it and then he said, “You should come
ride along with me sometime. Who knows? You might like it.”
The thing is, I don’t even like roller-coasters, let alone the idea of getting in a race car.
“Sure,” I said wide-eyed. “We could do that… you know… sometime…”
“We’ve got an event this Saturday,” he said. “Why not join me then?”
“Oooooh-kay…” I said.
So that Saturday, I drove out to the raceway still very unclear as to what I’d gotten
myself into. I pulled in. Garry was already there. I parked and he waved me over.
Looking in the direction of the big doughnut race track, I asked him if that’s where the
time trials happened. “No,” he said. “It’s over there” and he pointed at an empty
parking lot that was filled with orange cones.
And it’s at about that moment, someone with a megaphone shouts, “Ok. All of our
drivers are registered. It’s time to go walk the course.”
Walk the course? What is happening? Garry says, “We all get to walk the course once to
try to memorize as much of the course as we can. It changes with every event.”
So we start walking the course, and it takes me about two seconds to realize that this is
not long straight-aways, but a course made of incredibly tight turns. If you had an aerial
view of the course from above, it would have looked like a bowl of spaghetti noodles.
It was a whole lot of road, packed into a very tight space. In fact, it took us about half an
hour to walk it, but when I asked Garry how long the run would take, he said, “Less
than two minutes.”
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So he hands me a helmet, I get in the passenger side, and we get in the queue for our
first lap. The light turns, Garry pops the clutch and hits the gas, and, all of a sudden, my
stomach is up in my throat. He’s accelerating and braking so hard to make these tight
turns that my head is bouncing off the door, off the dash, back into the seat, like I was in
a pinball machine.
When we crossed the line, our time was something like a minute and forty-six seconds,
and I remembered thinking that it was the longest minute and forty-six seconds I’d ever
experienced. My head was spinning. I felt like I’d just been through a NASA g-force
test. And I could barely see straight.
Garry looked over and said, “That was a slow run. We’ll do better on the next one.” I
couldn’t figure out how it was a slow run, because I could’ve sworn that we’d hit the
speed of light at some point.
After the second run, I could barely walk in a straight line. After the third run, while
Garry was chatting with some of the other drivers, I was sitting off to the side of the
field with my head between my knees trying not to vomit.
That’s when they called us to queue up for the final run. I staggered over to Garry and I
said, “Garry, I am the kind of guy who gets an adrenaline rush by standing in a river
catching trout. This is more than I can handle. I don’t think I can do another lap with
you. I’ve gotta bow out.”
So Garry did the last run without me, and to this day, my overriding memory of that
morning is one of failure. It isn’t how I worked up the courage to take those first three
laps, but how I couldn’t handle the fourth one and had to quit.
And, if we’re not careful, we do the same thing to Peter in our story this morning.
The gospels seem to have no problem portraying any of the disciples as sort of holy
“keystone cops” — incompetent, bumbling around, making a mess of everything they
touch. It’s especially easy to see Peter like that in this story. The idiot steps out of the
boat, and only after stepping out, does he seem to remember the wind and the waves, and
get too scared to continue. And that’s when he starts to sink. Poor, pitiful Peter, sinking
like a rock, cries out to Jesus, “Lord, save me!”
Jesus has to take his hand and lift him up. “Oh, Peter, you of little faith. Why did you
doubt?”
It’s easy, isn’t it, to focus on Peter’s failure?
But what about his success? What about the fact that Peter was the only disciple to step
out onto the water to start with? None of the others said, “Lord, if that’s you command
me to come out on the waves with you.”
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How did Peter work up the courage to leap in the first place?
I suspect Peter’s personality helped. In her last sermon, Katie compared Peter to
Captain James Tiberius Kirk from the world of Star Trek. She’s not wrong. He does sort
of seem to have that “leap before you look” kind of personality.
But he also wasn’t without practice.
The photographer, Ansel Adams, was known to wait hours, days even, for the perfect
circumstances and the ideal light to take his iconic photographs of the Western
landscape. When asked how he achieved such vivid imagery, he said, “Chance favors
the prepared mind.”
His point was that the perfect shot cannot be found unless one is busy looking for the
perfect shot, preparing for it, waiting for it.
In the same way that chance favors the prepared mind, faith favors the prepared soul.
Here is what I mean: Before Peter ever stepped out of the safety of that boat and onto a
stormy sea, he had watched Jesus take a few loaves and a couple of fish and feed more
than five thousand people (14:13ff). And before he watched Jesus feed all those people,
he was stuck in a different boat being battered by a different storm and watched Jesus
still that storm (8:23 ff). And before he watched Jesus calm that storm, he hosted Jesus in
his own house and watched Jesus heal many people in his living room (8:14 ff). And
before he hosted Jesus in his house, he heard Jesus say, “Follow me and I will teach you
to fish for people.” That’s when Peter took his first, small step in faith, laid down his
nets and followed Jesus(4:18ff).
What I mean is this: Peter did not go from regular fisherman working a 9-to-5 to
walking on water over night. There were lots of steps in-between, lots of moments
when Jesus was challenging his assumptions and pushing him out in faith. Discipleship
wasn’t pass/fail, it wasn’t all or nothing, and it certainly didn’t happen in Peter
overnight.
There were a multitude of moments when Peter to took small steps in faith before he
ever had the courage to take a big one.
In early childhood development and psychology, there is a growing body of work that
is focused on what is called “risky play.” Now, when I tell you what it is, I can promise
you that many of us in this room would never call it “risky play.” We would just call it
“play” — normal, every day play.
But the problem, say these researchers, is this: the current generations of children have
spent less and less time outdoors They’ve spent less and less time in unstructured and
unsupervised play. And they’ve spent more time in front of screens and more time
supervised by adults trying desperately to keep them from injury. And what researchers
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are finding is that as these children grow older, they develop a greater aversion to risk
and unknown outcomes — meaning, they’re less likely to try anything new or anything
that they don’t already know how it will turn out.
And what these researchers know is that what defines your childhood, will come to
define your adulthood, too. So, as adults they have a tendency to avoid risk at all costs
— even appropriate risks, even necessary risks — which limits their ability to creatively
solve problems, to innovate, to face uncomfortable situations, even to ask someone out
on a date.
So, these researchers say that we’ve got to give up on the notion of keeping our kids “as
safe as possible,” and instead embrace the idea of keeping them “as safe as necessary.”
Don’t try to eliminate the risk of injury, just work to reduce that risk.
So what kinds of play are considered “risky play?” The researchers break it into six
categories. They are:
• Play at great heights, like climbing trees and balancing on rocks and fences
• Play at high speed, like riding a bike, running, sliding down a slide
• Play near dangerous elements, like playing near a body of water
• Rough and tumble play, like wrestling or play fighting.
• Play with a chance of getting lost, like hide-and-go-seek in a wooded area
• Play with dangerous tools, like using a hammer to build a fort or whittling with a
pocket knife
And what research is showing is that kids who are allowed to play in these ways have
an increased aptitude for problem-solving, a higher sense of self-confidence, greater
creativity, more resilience, and (and this is a BIG “and”) more courage to try new things
even when they don’t know what the outcome will be.
So what’s my point with all of this? Why talk about risky play? What does this have to
do with Peter? With us?
Their point — and my point — is this: we practice in play the courage we need for life.
If, when it comes to faith, “first you leap and then you grow wings,” then how do you
work up the courage to take that leap?
We practice it in a million and one ways that don’t seem dangerous, but fun. We get on
that giant swing that swings us out over the royal gorge. We rappel off the face of a
rock. We go down the big inflatable bouncy slide at praise camp. We take a cruise to
some place we’ve never been and immerse ourselves in a culture that’s completely
foreign to us. We get in a car with Garry Hill and take three out of four laps.
We are not born brave or cowardly. We practice it. We practice courage — so that when
Jesus asks us to take step in faith, we can.
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I want to show you a photo (see image below). It’s a photo I keep on my desk at work. It’s
of my wife, and it might just be my favorite photo of her. It was taken when she was just
10 or 11 years old.
There she is in her shorts, Snoopy t-shirt, construction boots — because that was in-style
back then — hanging upside down from a branch by her legs. If you look close, you can
see her Cabbage Patch doll hanging upside down, too. Big ol’ smile. Hair hanging
below her. No sense of threat or danger. No concern that the branch is going to break.
Just pure joy at the feeling of being upside down for a few moments.
I can’t remember the last time my legs felt tree bark, let alone supported me while I hung
upside down. I’m not sure I can even remember what it’s like to hang upside down.
Can you? Gravity pulling you towards the earth, arms hanging loosely, all the blood
rushing to your head.
Why do I love this photo so much?
I think it’s because it captures so perfectly the playful sense of adventure that is so
much a part of Christen’s personality. When Christen is most at home in her skin, this is
who she is, playful, independent, brave, silly.
This is the same woman, by the way, who will not walk with a pair of scissors by the
handle. She has to hold them by the blade, so she won’t accidentally hurt herself or
someone else. She opens the garage door before she will start her car, for fear the 20
seconds it takes for the garage door to open might be too long and she’d die from the
exhaust. I’m willing to bet she has no interest in autocross.
But I’d also bet that she’d go back and hang upside down in that tree again. Why? For
the fun of it. It would be fun, I think, for her to see if she could still do it. But there’s risk
in that, isn’t there?
She’s older now. Her bones aren’t as rubbery as they used to be. What if she fell? She
might not be agile enough to climb that tree. She might not be as confident that the
branch wouldn’t break. She might not be able to find her Cabbage Patch doll to do it
with her. But she’d try it, because deep down she’s still the same girl in that photo. She
still has the same sense of adventure as she did when she was a kid.
I think adventure — striking out into the unknown, testing our limits, going places we’ve
never gone, doing things we’ve never done… I think adventure is how we practice
courage. Adventure is like risky play. It builds in us things like creative problemsolving, increased self-confidence, and the courage to try new things — even if we don’t
know how they will turn out.
Adventure is how we practice courage. And courage is how we leap in faith.
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When the disciples saw Jesus walking out to them, they were terrified, because they
thought he was a ghost. But then the figure spoke to them. And what did he say?
Jesus said, “Take heart!” But the Greek doesn’t say “take heart.” The original Greek
says, “Have courage.”
How will we ever step out in faith, if we don’t first have courage? And how will we ever
have courage if we don’t first put ourselves in situations where we have to practice
needing courage?
The third goal of my sabbatical is to renew my sense of adventure.
I want to go to places I’ve never been, make myself do things I’ve never done, try things
that I’ve never tried — not so I can write a travel blog or get a bunch of likes on
Instagram, but so that I can practice courage — the courage that will be needed for us
take that leap in faith, so that our church can grow wings.
Amen.

Christen at play (10 or 11 years old).
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