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A man was sailing across the ocean when a large storm came that swamped his boat and he was 

cast adrift in the sea.  Alone and afraid he prayed to God to save him.  A little while later a 

Coast Guard helicopter flew by and the rescue swimmer was lowered down but the man 

refused to be lifted up, saying “that’s alright, God will save me.”  A little while later, a fishing 

boat came by and the crew threw him a line and called on him to grab it and they would pull 

him aboard, but again he said “that’s alright, God will save me.”  Shortly after that, he drowned 

and his soul went to heaven.  Upon arriving, he met God and said, “Lord, I was drowning and I 

prayed to you save me, but you didn’t.”  And God replied, “but I sent a helicopter and a fishing 

boat…” 

 

“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 

 

So there are two lessons from the story, the first confirms that God responds to our prayers, the 

second is that we often do not recognize or do not accept the ways in which God’s salvation 

comes to us. 

 

And those ancient Christians in Rome, to whom the Apostle Paul is writing his letter are facing 

difficulties every bit as compelling as the man in my story.  You see, all the Jews in Rome, which 

would have included most of the followers of Jesus, were expelled by Emperor Claudius, and 

only allowed to return after his death several years later.  But while the Jews were gone, the 

non-Jewish Christians did what they could to preserve the faith and the church.  So, in the 

community to which Paul writes there are people trying to rebuild their lives, but also people 

who feel like their understanding of God and their position in the community of the faithful has 

been upended by a bunch of Johnny-come-lately Gentiles who have usurped their power and 

their movement. 

 

And Paul is at pains to bring them to the realization that Judean and Gentile are united through 

the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  As he wrote, “the same Lord is lord of all and generous 

to all who call to him.”  And though the Christian community is still highly suspect in the eyes 

of the authorities, and soon, very soon, will come under direct assault, they are consumed by 

petty squabbles over precedence within the community of believers.  In order to further the 

mission of God, Paul believes, they need to be saved from their inward and destructive gaze. 

 

Now, most of us won’t be in the kind of mortal danger where the saving we need is as tangible 

as the ancient Roman Christians or even the drowning man in my story. We will not face official 

persecution for joining the Episcopal Church; our lives are not threatened because of our 

claiming Christ as Lord.  Far worse, the cultural response to that choice is likely to be 

indifference.  

 

Likely (and fortunately) the greatest threats to our lives are the diseases of old age that will 

claim most of us.  It is, after all, a certainty that we all will die – that’s what the Ash Wednesday 



we just experienced reminds us of.  But we know already that death does not have the final say 

for us.  Though we all, surely, want long lives – God has already saved us from eternal non-

existence. 

 

But for us, Christianity is not primarily about the outcomes of our earthly deaths, it is about our 

lives in the here and now; because a faith that has nothing to say about how we live now isn’t a 

faith worth our time and attention. And a faith so inwardly focused on the fates of its followers, 

like the Romans, deserves the indifference of society. 

 

No, the kind of saving we need most is not so cut and dried as the drowning man’s need to be 

pulled from the water.  We need saving from things like broken relationships, self-destructive 

behaviors, issues of self-esteem, addictions and on and on and so forth – the point being, even 

though we aren’t being persecuted unto death, we all still need salvation of one sort or another. 

 

But, I think, part of why it is sometimes so difficult to see the salvation God offers us is because 

we are unable or unwilling to see the true nature of the difficulty from which we need saving. 

 

You see, St Paul was writing to the Romans because he needed their assistance to enable him to 

radically expand his ministry to the western end of the Mediterranean.  But he saw that if the 

Roman Christians were consumed by church politics and squabbling, they would never be able 

to provide the help they needed – they would never be able to engage their gifts to accomplish 

God’s will.  And Paul’s letter is his attempt to get them to see the true nature of the problem in 

order that they might work their way towards their salvation. 

 

But how do we see our problems, not just as individual Christians but also as Christian 

community?  

 

In the Invitation to a holy Lent in the Ash Wednesday liturgy, I said this: “I invite you, 

therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-examination and 

repentance” 

 

Self-examination and repentance.  That’s we have traditionally called Confession.  Of course, 

every week we confess as a community, and we will do it again today in just a few short 

minutes.  And in that, I hope and urge all of you to bring to mind the ways in which the 

brokenness of the world shows forth in your own lives.  But in the context of worship, I also 

appreciate how difficult that can be.  So I would also urge you to consider other ways in which 

you can bring yourself before God in that spirit of self-examination and repentance. 

 

There is, of course, the formal rite of reconciliation in which you engage with a priest on the 

journey of repentance, but there are many other ways in which you can do it as well – and you 

don’t need me or anyone else.  Through baptism, we have unmediated access directly to God.  

Pleae take advantage of it.  But sometimes, the scariest journeys – and good self-examination 

and repentance can be scary sometimes and discomforting always – are made easier if there is 



someone to walk with, a soul friend, if you will.  But if we desire, truly, to live a life in service to 

God, seeing the truth of ourselves and accepting our need for salvation is the first step. 

 

Now you may think, well isn’t confession a kind of inward gaze as well?  It is.  But unlike in the 

letter to the Romans, it is not a gaze stuck in only one direction.  We seek reconciliation so that 

we can let go of our sins, so that they no longer draw our full attention and so we can then turn 

our gaze away from ourselves and towards the horizon where God beckons us.  In the Anglican 

Church of Kenya, during confession, they gather up their sins and they throw them at the cross.  

Give your sins to God, because he is waiting to receive them, to lift their weight from your 

souls, to free you, to save you. 

 

Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.  Amen 

 

 

 


