St. Andrew’s Colombo

Sermon for Sunday, 17 February 2008: Second in Lent

“Resorting to type”

Text: Acts 27 verse 35

“After he had said this, he took bread; and giving thanks to God in the presence of all, he broke it and began to eat”.

We are now in the season of Lent, that 6 week period of preparation for our marking the death of Jesus of Nazareth and then celebrating his resurrection from the grave. If we were following a traditional Lenten pilgrimage, at some stage we would turn to Mark 8 where somewhere in the region of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asks his disciples “Who do men say that I am?”(Mark 8 verse 27). Or “Who am I?”

Through our series of studies in the Acts of the Apostles, we find ourselves on a different pilgrimage, not on land but on sea, following in the wake of Paul of Tarsus, missionary apostle of the same Jesus of Nazareth. Last week, we followed him and his companions westward as they travelled from the other Caesarea on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean towards the imperial capital of Rome where Paul would appear before the Emperor Nero. The longer the journey took, the worse things became as late summer turned into early winter. From the time they left Fair Havens in southern Crete, they were caught up in the midst of a terrible storm. Just how terrible is indicated by the first verse of today’s reading, “When the fourteenth night had come…” Any of us modern travellers who may obliged to sit in an aircraft or an airport departure lounge for 14 hours find ourselves quick to complain about our hardships suffered. We can only begin to imagine what it has been like for Paul and his companions to have been storm tossed for such an extended period without relief, day or night. It is a situation in which none of us would chose to find ourselves.

Just in case you were not here last week, let me assist you in finding your bearings.  Verse 27 tells us that they were “drifting across the Sea of Adria”. That might sound like they had been swept further north in the modern Adriatic Sea. In Paul’s day, the Adriatic was thought of are reaching much further south into the Mediterranean Sea. If we do have any sense of losing our bearings, then that puts us in the company of the 276 people on board the ship, passengers and crew, who after 14 days of being storm tossed had not a clue as to where they might be, except that they begin to suspect that they are approaching land. Experienced sailors in those days before echo sounders and satellite navigation had to depend on other sources of information which might indicate their position – a change in the condition of the waves, organic debris in the water, the presence of certain seabirds, even just a different “feel” to the air - the smell of the damp earth as opposed to the saltiness of the sea. At first this is good news but then a realization that they may hit a rocky reef before making land overtakes them.  

It is in times like these, in extremis, in the crisis, that we are best able to answer the question “Who am I?” For the major part of our lives, we think we know who we are. But it is only when some moment of crisis comes upon us that we truly discover what we are made of and who we truly are. I was watching Mrs. Joyce Mayer on television last week. She was telling the story of a woman in her 30s who had discovered that she was adopted. So what? Well, the family who had adopted her as a baby lived in the United States of America but were of Greek descent and made a lot out of being Greek – and why not? This woman had been brought up to think of herself as Greek. She had even gone to Greece to explore her Greekness. Now she had to face the prospect that she was not Greek at all and that she was not who she thought she was – or at least, she would have to revise her thinking on what it meant to be Greek. If we are honest, we have to admit that we may not know exactly who we are. We may know who we think we are. We may only discover who we really are in a moment of crisis because it is in these situations that we resort to type.

And this is what is happening aboard the ship on which the Apostle is traveling. Luke, the writer, also aboard the ship, identifies four people or groups of people for us. There are the sailors, possibly Egyptians, the Roman soldiers, the Roman centurion, Julius and Paul, the prisoner. The sailors do all that they can to save the ship but they have enough experience to know when all is lost. They know when it is time to hold on to their vessel and when it is time to let go. That moment of letting go comes at verse 30 when we are told that the sailors get into the ship’s lifeboat, supposedly to arrange the position of the ships anchors, but actually so that they can make a run for it. Their mutiny is detected by Paul and they are prevented from escape by Paul with the assistance of the soldiers. For these sailors, resorting to type means that it is everyman for himself and devil take the hindmost.
As the shipwreck progresses and as the possibility of the survival of some becomes possible, the soldiers decide that they must cover themselves and their responsibility for their prisoners by killing them all. We remember, back in Acts 16 how the Roman jailer in Philippi was ready to kill himself believing that all his prisoners had fled. Again, as far as the soldiers are concerned, it is resorting to type. If it has to be a choice between them and us then it has to be them rather than us who are put to the sword.

This time it is Julius, the centurion, who steps in and saves the day. He has come to have confidence in Paul and his judgement and believes that in bringing Paul safely to Rome, then he will secure his own safety. We have to say that Julius comes out of this experience well. We remember that he is a centurion, a non-commissioned officer, the equivalent of a sergeant in a modern army. He is not officer grade or material and yet, we find him to be a man who is prepared to learn by his mistakes. Back in Crete, he did not listen to Paul. He recognises that’s Paul’s warning then, not to put to sea, has led them into this moment of crisis. He has resorted to type, a man for whom experience is everything, a man who can learn from his mistakes.

And the person from whom he has been learning most is Paul, his prisoner. We are reminded of the experiences of people like Richard Wurmbrand and Haralan Popov who suffered for their Christian faith in Romanian prisons back in its communist period. They won great respect and admiration for some of them men responsible for their imprisonment and torture.

So what do we find out about Paul in this moment of extreme crisis? Well, first of all, at verse 31, we see that he thinks in terms of the salvation of the community rather than that of the individual. “Unless these men stay in the ship, you cannot be saved”. Secondly, he is a man of practical good sense. He recognizes that none of them will be able to do anything for themselves or for others unless they have some sustenance, some food in their bellies. When our children were smaller, family tensions could arise form time to time. We discovered that one way to relieve the tension was to have something to eat. Once we had eaten and our blood sugar had been restored what had been a tension had miraculously evaporated.

Time and time again, in our following the footsteps and the watery wake of Paul, we have seen how his life has carried an echo of that of his Lord and master Jesus – in his trials before various courts, in his experience of storm and tempest (In 2 Corinthians 11 verse 25 he says that he was shipwrecked 3 times). Once again, we find that imprint of Jesus on his life at verse 35, where, having encouraged the ship’s company to eat “he took the bread; and giving thanks to God in the presence of them all, he broke it and began to eat”. Here we are carried back to Jesus feeding of the 5,000 in his ministry, his celebration of the Last Supper with his disciples in the Upper Room on the night before he dies and of his meeting with the same disciples on the beach of the Sea of Galilee after his resurrection.

In the extremes of life, each of us will resort to type, each of us will discover who we truly are. May that same imprint of the work of the Holy Spirit of Jesus be found in our lives also:

“After he had said this, he took bread; and giving thanks to God in the presence of all, he broke it and began to eat”.

