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Love in the time of Cholera, is a novel by the Columbian author Gabriel Garcia Marquez, published 
in 1988. I always thought it was a provocative title. We have used it as a prefix for a seven part 
series of sermons, I begin with “Love in the time of church change”. The idea of change brings fear 
to most of us. I have heard it said that the opposite of love is hate, I think it makes more sense to 
say the opposite of love is fear. What we say we hate is often based on our fear of it e.g. “I hate 
violence” is more likely to be “I fear violence.” In saying “I hate a person” we are more likely to be 
expressing our fear of them.  There are many things we are afraid of, we are afraid of failure, 
rejection, loss of power and change. I especially want to focus on church change because St. 
Elizabeth’s is in a state of particular change. Let’s look at a slide of what happens to us during 
change. 
 
We have three responses to danger, it is fight, flight or freeze. Church change signals danger for 
us, do we fight it, do we flee from it or do we freeze up? Fear is appropriate and good in a 
dangerous situation, it tells us what to do, but is there another way to respond to fear? Yes, there 
is; love overcomes fear. At the centre of our Christian faith is the threefold command to love. “You 
shall love the Lord your God, you shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 1) God 2) Neighbour 3) 
Yourself. What is it to love? Love brings new things into being, it is to act constructively and 
creatively with God, it is to act constructively and creatively with our neighbours, and to act 
creatively with ourselves. Let us try to understand this in a story that was saturated with fear. 
 
In the story of Peter walking on the water, there is the background story; bearing in mind that 
Jesus was both human and divine. Jesus had just heard the news that Herod the tetrarch of Galilee 
and Perea had beheaded John the Baptist. There was great danger to Jesus’ mission, one of the 
team, who was his cousin, had just been killed by a political leader? It must have been incredibly 
demoralising for him and the disciples. In his grief, he withdrew by boat to a solitary place near the 
Sea of Galilee, to be alone. It was not to be, he was pursued by the crowds who followed him on 
foot from the towns. A crowd of about five thousand came to him for teaching and healing. As 
evening approaches, the disciples suggest to him he sends the crowds away to the villages to get 
something to eat. The implication is ‘Look Jesus you can heal their bodies but you can’t feed all 
these bodies!’ Amazingly in a day of grief, he healed, taught and fed five thousand people! In this 
day he had loved people, now he needed to love God and himself, by withdrawing for prayer and 
solitude. He dismisses the crowd and the disciples, and goes up a mountain for spiritual 
replenishment. The disciples leave and go across the Sea of Galilee. In a boat.  
 
Between 3 and 6 o’clock in the morning he sees the disciples in distress on the water beaten by 
rough winds and waves. They had been rowing all night against a strong headwind preventing 
their progress. Please remember the disciples had previously witnessed Jesus’ power over a storm 
(Matthew 8: 23-27) but this time there was a big difference JESUS WAS NOT WITH THEM! The new 
lesson for them was Jesus’ power to sustain them in every task, every event, even when he was 
not bodily present. This story is told to us to show that the authority of Jesus extends over every 
situation. In the Herod story Jesus presides over political situations. In the feeding of the five 
thousand he has authority over our physical lives and sickness. In walking on the water he has 
sovereignty over the forces of nature. In other words he has sovereignty over the whole of 
creation.  
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To the community of faith and to the terrified disciples Jesus says, “Take courage, it is I; don’t be 
afraid”. Love in the time of change: “Take courage, it is I; don’t be afraid”. This phrase “Do not be 
afraid” is said to be the most repeated phrase in the Bible. 
 
Jesus seems to care for groups of people but what about me? Let’s take a closer look at Peter. 
Peter walking on the water is not spoken about in Mark’s account of the story, it is only described 
by Matthew. Peter’s characteristic impulsiveness is seen when he asks Jesus to command that he 
walks on the water. Jesus says “Come”. Jesus honours his faith and gives him supernatural power 
to defy gravity. Peter starts walking and suddenly loses his concentration of faith. He becomes 
afraid of the fury of the storm and he sinks. When we focus on the fury of change we can lose our 
concentration on Jesus and sink. In love he beckons us time and time again: “Come walk on the 
water of change with me. It is I, do not be afraid”. 
 
Peter has ultimate faith in Jesus, even after messing up, he cries out, “Lord save me”. Jesus in his 
love and compassion immediately reaches out his hand and catches him. This what he does for us 
when we are sinking; in his deep love for us he catches us by the hand and pulls us up. Peter and 
Jesus get into the boat and another extraordinary thing happens, the storm ceases and the wind 
dies down. The disciples are so astonished they worship him and say” Truly you are the Son of 
God.” They open their mouths and express it. 
 
In a time of church change what does it mean to worship God? It means to honour God’s 
worthiness. Open your mouth and say it. Jesus injunction to us is “Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind”. It means to open your mouth and 
express your love for him. Tell God you love him and give him the opportunity to love you in 
return. One of my favourite ways of meditating is this, I breathe in and say as though it is God’s 
voice “I love you, Bernice”. I breathe out and say “I love you, Lord.” It becomes a tender time of 
loving God with my heart, with my soul and my mind. In a time of church change when we find our 
way into worship, love flows and overcomes fear. 
 
In a time of church change we overcome fear when we love our neighbour particularly our 
immediate church family at St. Lizzie’s. Two weeks ago Mike addressed our fear when he said ‘we 
have lost a leader but we have not lost the leader.’ In the first century, the church was established 
by apostles and then left to local leaders to develop the church. Anglicans tend to see the priest as 
the primary leader. Many Anglican churches around the world only see a priest every few months. 
It happens in Mozambique and even rural England. In a time of church change we at St.Lizzies are 
being asked to focus on the leader and follow him when he says “Come, walk on the water with 
me”. Love is kind; be kind to one other especially when we debate the Sunday worship at the 
special vestry.  
 
‘Walking on the water’ with Jesus also means walking with God’s people, to take up the 
opportunity to develop our leadership for the body of Christ here at St. Lizzies. In a time of change 
what can I bring to this group of people, whom God loves?  Spiritual gifts increase only by “using 
“them, whereas material gifts decrease by using them. When we need to stretch and develop for 
others, listen for his voice of loving kindness saying “Take courage, it is I, do not be afraid”. 
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How can we fulfil the command to love ourselves? Be kind to yourself especially in a time of fear 
and change. The kindest thing you can do is to acknowledge your fear, recognise it and make 
friends with it. You can say to your fear “come here fear, come and talk to me about it. What 
exactly do you want to say?” The best way to have that conversation is to write it down on paper. 
Research has proved that writing about stressful and important events regularly, meaning every 
week, improves our immune levels. If you find it difficult to make a friend of fear then talk to Jesus 
about it and listen for his exquisite voice that says “Take courage, it is I, do not be afraid”. 
 
Like Jesus we need a vision of goodness and love in the midst of the actual negative threats that 
surround us both in church and the world outside. This is crucial or the spiritual journey becomes 
fear based and problem solving. In the time of change hear the allure and invitation of Jesus “Take 
courage, it is I, do not be afraid”. 
 


