
Last Sunday, Peter preached on the new commandment Jesus 
gives his disciples at the last supper in the gospel of John. That 
new commandment was this: Love one another. And it is by 
dipping his disciples’ feet in the water and washing them that 
Jesus gives us the script of what that love means: participating 
in the kind of mutual service that overturns this world’s 
structures of power and privilege. Now, I completely agree with 
Peter. But last Sunday, the snarky lobe of my brain was a little 
hyperactive, and when it heard Peter say that Jesus is 
commanding us to overturn the unjust structures of society, it 
said, “Oh, is that all?” 

When I was in seminary, I had a Lutheran classmate who heard 
me preach many a sermon about our Christian duty to overturn 
unjust structures. And after every sermon, she would say to me, 
“Dan, great job telling us about the law, but where was the 
grace?” Typically Lutheran.  

But today, since Peter was so good to preach last week about 
the law, this week I get to be the one to preach about the grace. 
Today’s gospel, like last week’s, is a snippet from Jesus’ Good 
Supper Discourse in the Gospel of John. Jesus gives us what 
seems like a different kind of commandment from the one we 
heard last week. He tells his disciples, “Do not let your hearts be 
troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”  

Now, at first blush, this sounds to me like an even harsher 
commandment than last week’s. Not only are we to overturn 
unjust structures, but we’re also not allowed to be afraid about 
doing it? That doesn’t seem right. We know too well the evils 
that spring out of suppressing emotions. So if this fearlessness 
that Jesus commends were about suppressing our fear, then it’s 
a commandment we cannot follow, nor should we even try to.  

But what if we thought about this fearlessness not as a 
commandment but as a possibility — a hope?  

About 18% of the U.S. adult population suffers from some form 
of anxiety disorder, and I am among them. I live with a nearly 
constant low-level fear, particularly in social situations. I’m 
prone to get anxious about things like taking too long to 
unpack my cart in the check-out line, not hitting the gas fast 
enough when the light turns green, or using the wrong word in 

an email. My anxiety used to make me paralyzed at parties, 
avoidant of joyful gatherings, and has held me back from 
building the kinds of relationships that I have wanted. I think 
this also why I default to law instead of grace. But I think this is 
also why I feel like I understand fear pretty well.  

And one thing I’ve learned is that fear is like a lifejacket. When 
you’re in dangerous waters, it keeps you safe. But if you keep it 
on all the time, you never get a chance to swim.  

I can remember one summer of my childhood when my 
parents let me take my water wings off for the first time. Once I 
was free, they had me swim a couple of feet, from my mom’s 
arms to my dad’s. Then they spread apart a little bit, and I swam 
between them again. A few feet further, then a few feet further, 
swimming back and forth between them a little further each 
time. And then finally an entire lap around our backyard pool. It 
felt good to move my arms freely. It felt good to feel my own 
body’s buoyancy. It felt good to feel the strength of my arms 
and to feel my confidence growing.  

It felt good knowing that a parent’s arms were right behind me 
the whole time.  

Not all of us live with an anxiety disorder, but all of us have 
experienced fear getting in the way of our lives. We’ve all 
experienced fear trying to keep us too safe — safe from the scary 
parts of life, like falling in love, like having kids, like making a 
career change, like carrying on after the death of a loved one. 
Sam Portaro calls these scary chapters of life “swimming in the 
deep end,” moments when “we experience the exhilarating 
and scary possibilities that come of being in that place where 
the bottom is just beyond the reach of our toes.” But, Sam 
cautions, “No matter how confident or competent we are, it is 
never prudent to swim unattended” (Crossing the Jordan: 
Meditations on Vocation, 34).  

I wonder if something like this is what is going on in this last 
supper discourse between Jesus and his disciples. I wonder if 
he is taking off their water wings. I wonder if he is allowing 
them to shed that which keeps them safe but which also keeps 
them from truly swimming, from knowing the strength of their 
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own bodies, the buoyancy of their own spirits, the confidence of 
their own minds.  

And what allows them to do this, what allows them to shed 
their fear is this: I will not leave you orphaned, he says. I am 
coming back to you, he says. The Father will abide in you, he 
says. The Advocate, the Spirit of Truth, will be with you, he says.  

Taken all together, the image that emerges for me is that 
feeling of truly swimming for the first time. At Jesus’ invitation, 
we swim freely above the deep and scary waters but, he assures 
us, we don’t do so unattended. We are passed between the 
Father, and the Son, and the Spirit, this Trinity of attentive arms 
we call the Mother of us all.  

Jesus calls this the peace which the world cannot give. The 
great American mystic Thomas Merton puts it this way, “We are 
not perfectly free until we live in pure hope. For when our hope 
is pure, it no longer trusts exclusively in human and visible 
means, nor tests in any visible end. He who hopes in God trusts 
God, Whom he never sees, to bring him to the possession of 
things that are beyond imagination” (No Man Is An Island, 14). 

This, to me, is the grace of this Last Supper discourse. Jesus 
offers the hope of that perfect freedom that comes from 
knowing that there are arms surrounding us that can hold us 
through anything in this world, because these are the arms that 
made this world.  

This grace is the necessary complement to the new law Jesus 
give us, the commandment to love one another, because loving 
one another is scary stuff. We all have so many emotional 
flotation devices to keep us safe from harm, but loving one 
another is only possible when we know how and when to take 
them off and swim -- when we approach the world not out of a 
need to protect ourselves but out of a need to know the 
strength of our own bodies, the buoyancy of our own spirits, the 
confidence of our own minds. 

How, I wonder, is fear getting in the way of each of us having 
that kind of life with one another? 

But don’t let your heart be troubled if you still need a flotation 
device now and then. And don’t worry if swimming across open 
waters sounds a little too scary. Remember that even St. Peter 
started out by only dipping his toes in the water.  


