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What	a	beautiful	thing	to	see	all	of	you	gathered	together	here	this	morning.		

Let’s	take	a	few	good,	deep	breaths,	sitting	up	a	little	taller,	perhaps	setting	

our	feet	on	the	ground	in	front	of	us.		Can	you	exhale	and	let	your	shoulders	

relax	a	bit?		And	can	you	feel	your	shoulderblades-	can	you	imagine	them	like	

palms,	holding	up	your	heart?		As	we	breathe,	let’s	feel	that	breath	as	the	life-

force	which	animates	us.	While	we	live,	we	breathe.		Our	breath	is	a	quick	way	

back	to	the	miraculous	fact	of	being	alive.		Remembering	the	life-force	is	a	way	

of	remembering	the	God	who	created	everything	and	who	moves	in	and	

through	and	beyond	all	that	is,	even	at	this	very	moment.			

	

My	first	and	primary	experiences	of	what	I	have	come	to	know	as	God	were	

and	are	physical	ones.		They	have	tended	to	fall	in	primarily	two	categories:	

the	everyday	and	the	extraordinary.			

	

The	everyday	ones	for	me	are	often	around	food:	moments	where,	as	I	pick	

raspberries	or	eat	cold	briny	oysters,	I	am	overcome	by	an	awareness	of	the	

fine	detail	of	creation.		I	am	humbled	to	be	a	part	of	the	world,	humbled	and	

grateful	to	be	invited	into	creating	and	playing	with	the	things	of	the	world.			

	

But	today	I	want	to	interrogate	the	category	of	extraordinary	physical	

spiritual	experience.		Moments	of	extreme	exertion	where	suddenly,	the	

border	of	my	body	seems	to	melt	away	and	I	experience	a	sense	of	profound	

merging	with	my	surroundings.		I	leave	my	chattering	mind	and	melt	into	

something	which	is	right	there	all	the	time,	but	only	glimpsed	in	rare	

moments.		This	first	happened	to	me	(that	I	can	remember)	on	the	basketball	

court,	late	in	a	game,	heart	pounding,	sweat	pouring,	focus	sharpened	to	my	
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teammates.		All	of	a	sudden,	I	knew	where	everyone	was	on	the	court	around	

me	without	looking.		I	could	feel	the	trajectory	of	the	ball	after	it	left	my	hands	

before	I	even	had	the	ball.		This	was	a	peak	experience,	a	mountaintop	if	you	

will.		It	lasted	only	a	few	seconds,	and	yet	it	continues	to	shape	me	today.			

	

I	read	lots	of	books	about	the	frontiers	of	human	athletic	experience.		Over	

and	over,	it	seems,	athletes	find	they	fall	into	this	transcendent	place;	a	place	

in	which,	by	means	of	the	physical	exertion	they	are	pursuing,	they	find	a	

place	beyond	the	physical.		In	his	book,	“The	Rise	of	Superman,”	Steven	Kotler	

looks	at	“extreme”	sports,	where	the	athletic	achievement	involves	directly	

facing	into	the	possibility	of	death:	surfers	trying	to	survive	huge	dangerous	

waves	amid	rocks,	base	jumpers	soaring	off	of	snowy	cliffs.		By	looking	at	how	

these	people	are	able	to	do	physical	feats	which	redefine	what	is	possible,	he	

discovers	there	are	lessons	for	us	all.			

	

He	zeroes	in	on	the	peak	experiences,	the	transcendent	state,	the	“flow”	state.		

Marked	by	a	sense	of	continuity	with	your	surroundings,	a	deep	focus	and	a	

deep	peace,	a	sense	of	your	own	capacity	and	also	the	merging	of	yourself	into	

the	greater	whole,	this	state	is	the	mountaintop.		It	may	last	only	a	few	

seconds,	but	when	you	have	this	experience,	it	can	permanently	redefine	your	

awareness	of	reality.		The	more	of	these	experiences	a	person	has,	the	more	

they	believe	they	can	do,	and	the	more	they	are	able	to	do.		Finding	the	flow	

state	in	intense	forms	of	play	can	help	us	as	humans	redefine	what	is	possible.	

	

A	few	relevant	bits	from	his	research:		
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Athletes’	were	able	to	achieve	unimaginable	feats	after	seeing	someone	else	

perform	them.		In	the	case	of	certain	aerial	maneuvers	on	skateboards,	for	

instance,	someone	would	crack	through	to	a	new	number	of	flips	that	could	

happen	in	the	air,	and	immediately	afterwards,	many	other	people	would	find	

they	could	do	what	had	been	un-do-able,	because	they	had	seen	someone	do	

it.		This	speaks	to	the	power	of	example.			

	

Those	who	have	mastered	the	art	of	flow	are	sometimes	able	to	communicate	

that	to	learners,	to	disciples.		The	methods	and	ways	of	finding	this	state	can	

be	taught.			

	

And,	of	course,	no	one	has	these	peak	experiences	without	huge	commitment	

to	their	sports.		All	of	these	experiences	are	built	on	rigorous	physical,	mental,	

emotional	training	and	desire	and	tenacity	to	master	the	skills.	

	

2.	Flow	state	in	the	Gospel	

When	I	read	today’s	gospel,	I	read	it	through	this	lens.			

By	walking	on	water,	Jesus	redefines	what	is	possible.			

I	think	what	we	have	here	is	a	lesson	in	finding	the	flow	state.		Most	of	Jesus’	

other	miracles	were	useful:	feeding	people,	healing	the	sick,	casting	out	

demons.		They	were	part	of	the	headline	of	Jesus’	meaning	and	ministry.		But	

this	one	is	different.		This	one	is	just	for	the	disciples	and	this	one	is	about	

play.		This	is	about	practicing	physical	play	to	learn	to	redefine	what	is	

possible.		And	Jesus	is	demonstrating	it	better	than	anyone	else,	both	as	

example	and	teacher.		He	can	literally	find	a	way	to	move	over	water	in	this	

state	of	harmony	and	union	with	the	deep	spirit	of	God.			
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And	he	thinks	we	can	too.			

	

Lets	break	down	the	lesson:	we	have	a	storm,	we	have	Jesus’	disciples	in	a	

boat.		They	see	him	come	to	them	walking	on	the	sea.		They	are	afraid,	but	they	

see	him	do	it.		Peter	asks	for	the	teacher’s	help:	tell	me	to	do	it,	and	I	can	do	it.		

Jesus	says,	“Come.”		The	lesson	begins	in	earnest	now,	all	of	the	students	

watching.		Peter,	believing	what	he	has	just	seen,	for	a	moment	expands	his	

sense	of	what	is	possible.		He	trusts	the	teacher,	and	he	succeeds!		He	takes	

two	steps	on	the	water!		More	than	anyone	else	since!		But	it’s	his	first	time,	so	

of	course	he	doesn’t	master	this	immediately.			He	loses	his	attention	on	the	

teacher,	loses	the	flow	state,	and	recalls	the	storm	around	him,	and	begins	to	

sink.		Jesus	the	teacher	offers	the	corrective	note:	you	can’t	walk	on	water,	you	

can’t	redefine	the	possible,	when	you	get	distracted	by	the	storm.			

	

3.	The	storm	

But	lets	talk	about	the	storm	for	a	moment	here.		The	rough	wind	and	waves	

are	real,	and	they	a	real	threat.		Isn’t	it	madness,	or	worse,	intentional	

blindness	to	ignore	the	storm?		Shouldn’t	the	disciples	be	masters	of	the	

waves	and	wind,	deeply	understanding	how	they	work	and	how	to	navigate	

them?		Yes,	they	should.		And	yes	they	are.		Many	of	them	are	fishermen.		They	

are	in	fact	well	versed	in	the	ways	of	the	storms	on	the	water.		

	

Our	ski-base	jumper	friends	do	not	achieve	the	transcendent	without	

commitment	to	knowing	their	terrain	and	its	dangers.			

	



	 5	

We	students	of	Jesus	will	need	to	commit	to	training,	study,	of	the	shape	and	

content	of	the	dangerous	storms	we	live	in.		And	yet,	ultimately,	the	message	

today	is	that	if	we	focus	on	the	immediate	threat	and	take	our	eyes	off	the	

gospel,	we	will	be	overpowered	by	the	storm.			

	

4.	The	Good	News:	Yes	we	can.	

	

This	week,	there	has	been	a	lot	of	storm,		

	

a	lot	of	fire	and	fury	and	torchlight.		

	

Where	shall	we	turn	our	gaze?	

	

The	voice	of	Jesus	this	week	came	to	me	through	an	athlete	steeped	in	the	

experience	of	the	flow	state.		His	repeated	peak	experiences	have	helped	him	

believe	in	the	possible	even	in	the	storm.		LaDainian	Tomlinson	made	a	

remarkable	speech	at	the	NFL	Hall	of	Fame	induction.		

	

Here	is	some	of	what	he	said.		It	begins	with	the story of a man he had never 

met; his great-great-great grandfather George who sowed seeds of possibility in the 

midst of the deprivation of slavery.   

“I grew up on the land of a former slave plantation. And although I didn’t know 

this as a child, it is where my great-great-great grandfather tilled the soil…. 

My name began with the man who owned my great-great-great grandfather. Now 

it’s proudly carried by me….I’m of mixed race, and I represent America. My story 



	 6	

is America’s story. All our ancestors, unless we’re American Indian, came from 

another country, another culture. 

…All races, religions and creeds living, playing, competing side by side [is the 

American Dream.] When you’re a part of a team, you understand your teammates 

— their strengths and weaknesses — [the value in our differences]  

On America’s team, let’s not choose to be against one another. Let’s 

choose to be for one another. My great-great-great grandfather had no choice. 

We have one. I pray we dedicate ourselves to be the best team we can be, working 

and living together, representing the highest ideals of mankind… 

we all have to try harder, show up, dive in and stay at it. I am asking you to 

believe in your ability to bring about change. To hold fast in the idea whispered 

by slaves. “Yes, we can.” 

 

5. Seek the lord and his strength: Continually seek his face 

Once more, let’s sit up tall.  Feel that good breath, the spirit of God, the life 

force, come up through the soles of our feet and out the crown of our heads.  Let’

s exhale, keeping that height, and feeling our shoulders relax, our postures clarify.   

 

We are Christians in America.   
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To transcend the storm we must focus on “the highest ideals of humankind.”  

They are our ideals, found in our baptismal and national covenant:  we must 

[continually] seek God’s face in those around us, loving our neighbor as ourself.  

We must strive for justice and peace, seek the common welfare. We must discover 

feats of daring, both large and small that liberate us from the power of the wind 

and the waves.  We must be inspired by examples and seek God’s strength.  We 

can learn to find God in the physical world;  We must train and study our texts and 

our society, believing that we can achieve mastery in the art of love.  We can make 

play our work and dance right through the storm.   

 

Yes, we can.  

 

 

	


