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When I was a curate my vicar wrote a book called the Tree of Noah. It was somewhere between an OT study and a novel. And as clergy quite properly do, he used some of the material for sermons. I remember particularly his account of the building of the ark, because he seemed to enjoy saying the word futtocks from the pulpit - with great emphasis. I never quite understood why. A futtock is one of the curved timbers that forms a rib in the frame of a ship – probably from foot and hook in Middle English. The hook would take the ropes (or futtock shrouds) that hold up the mast and rigging.

Well, today we have a nautical theme. I guess we often forget that Jesus and his disciples were fishermen: they’re fishing when he calls them and they’re fishing after the resurrection, when he tells them to cast their nets on the other side and they pull out a great haul of fish. One of their boats serves as a pulpit for Jesus as he teaches a congregation sitting on the shore. Perhaps it’s the same boat used to get away from the crowds, when he wants to escape to the other side of the Lake. And it was on just such an occasion that they are caught in a squall and are in danger of being inundated. So the disciples call upon Jesus and he commands the winds and waves to cease, which they do, and all are saved. 
Does God have power over nature? Who is this that even the winds and waves obey him? It’s one of the great questions of the gospels, alongside: who is this who can forgive sins? and who do people say that I am? And the intended answers are yes, God and Messiah.
But if God has this power, why not make earthquakes happen where people won’t get killed? Or mud slides and avalanches to happen when there’s no one about?
The BCP has prayers for rain and for fair weather, which take for granted God’s power over nature.
The Prayer for Fair weather draws on boat imagery: 

O Almighty Lord God, who for the sin of

man did once drown all the world, except

eight persons...We humbly beseech thee, that although

we for our iniquities have worthily deserved a

plague of rain and waters, yet upon our true repentance

thou wilt send us such weather, as

that we may receive the fruits of the earth in

due season.

For myself, I see God as the creative mind behind all that is; maybe being itself; but not one to interfere with the finely tuned conditions on this planet that allow life at all. 
However, my eminent, and soon to be sainted, predecessor John Henry Newman (who I believe accepted the theory of evolution) shows a surprising acceptance of divine intervention in relation to the Holy House at Loreto. Loreto is a shrine in Italy, on the Adriatic coast, and the claim is that Jesus’ family home from Nazareth flew over to Italy in three hops and landed there. Newman writes: ‘I went to Loreto with a simple faith, believing what I still more believed when I saw it. I have no doubt now. If you ask me why I believe, it is because everyone believes it at Rome; cautious as they are and sceptical about some other things. I have no antecedent difficulty in the matter. He who floated the ark on the surges of the world wide sea ...who said that faith might move mountains...could do this wonder also.’

His weak argument – I believe it because everyone at Rome believes it - I think he was just that he was blindly in love with Rome at this point. If we all believed what the Pope believes...?
Here’s another local and contemporary example. An undergraduate told me this story and the words are his:
‘Last term, in Turl Street, an evangelical pastor was offering to heal people by laying hands on them. While I was watching, a woman sat by the healer and, when he laid his hands on her, she fainted. It was only for a short time, but when she came round she began to cry out uncontrollably. My own response was very emotional and I needed to talk about it, so I spoke to a member of the Christian Union, but she tried to convert me. That kind of militancy gets Christianity a bad name. One of my friends had the opposite response: she was disgusted and thought the healer was taking advantage of another’s weakness.’
These stories raise for me the question of the nature of believing – which is a far more complex matter than initially meets the eye. It’s importantly how we view reality. Our most common view today is influenced by science. 
Science attempts to describe a world of testable, publicly verifiable facts. This forms a paradigm for looking at the world. Prove it! But much of science itself is not publicly verifiable e.g. Big Bang, quantum theory.
Then there’s history. History is an evidence based discipline, but you cannot re-run the events of history as an experiment; therefore it is a matter of interpretation and there are competing perspectives. Most famously, the adage that history is written from the perspective of the winners rather the losers.  

Then there’s literature. Metaphor and imagery are used to evoke what it feels like to live in the world as the artist does. This is the world of empathetic feeling, words, ambiguities and reflection. But this is part of reality too. 
And there’s religion. To believe in God is to believe in the objectivity of value and purpose. There is no evidence for this, but in the last three millenia, from Plato onwards, many have intuited this to be the case and that intuition makes a life of faith possible
But there’s a fine line between these different takes on reality. They run in parallel. And many of us will find ourselves wanting to take something from each different strand. Perhaps fundamentalism in science, as in religion, is caused by the difficulty of allowing those lines to cross one another. Too muddling!

Religious people can all too easily allow their ‘life of faith’ to run away with them, uncorrected by the insights of empirical science. Hence street healing and Newman’s Loreto.
These takes on evidence, reality and belief need not be mutually exclusive. Because there remains a question about what grounds should properly be used to justify faith. To what degree is it reason, and to what degree a sort of logic-defying inner conviction? Is religious conviction really a matter of temperament? Is it that some people just want to believe despite what their intellect is telling them, despite the evidence? They want to believe and are ready to strike a compromise between different ways of looking at the world.

Who is this that the winds and waves obey him? This question invites logic-defying inner conviction. It is itself a metaphor of salvation. I think much of the so-called miraculous inside and outside the Bible is NOT a call to believe the impossible, but to respond to the objectivity of value and purpose, through inner conviction.
So the ship became a symbol of the church. Partly modelled on Noah’s ark, which carried God's faithful to safety through the Deluge, and partly on Jesus' calming of the storm. 
Where you are sitting now is called the nave - Latin for "ship".

� Quoted from Eminent Victorians – Lytton Strachey





