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I have lived all my life by significant bodies of water, most of it near oceans.  Some of my 
earliest memories concern the beach in Clearwater, Florida, where I lived from age 2 to 5.  In our 
homes in England, we weren’t far from the English Channel and then we moved to Long Island, 
not far from both the Long Island Sound and the Atlantic Ocean.  I spent most of eight years in 
Houston, just inland from the north part of the Gulf of Mexico and, of course, we’ve been twelve 
years close to Puget Sound.  Even the years I spent in the South and Midwest were spent not far 
from the banks of the Mississippi or the Ohio Rivers – a tributary of “Old Muddy” regularly 
flooded the hamlet just down the hill from the home of my teenaged years and we dealt with 
flooding from the Ohio both in Louisville and Evansville. 
 
The result of all this is that I love to be by the water.  Although my preference for vacation 
activity is to go to a place with museums and historical sites and restaurants and theatres, if I 
truly want to rest then give me a good book and a shady tree by the river or a quiet beach where I 
can get away from the crowd.  There is something about the sounds and smells of land abutting 
water, the wind and the sun or the shade that feeds my soul.  I love the opening lines of John 
Masefield’s great poem, “Sea Fever”: “I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and 
the sky…” 
 
In the spirit of full disclosure however, I must confess that I get a little less comfortable at the 
next line: “And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by…”  You see, although I love being 
near the water, I’m less enthusiastic about being in the water, either on a craft or on my own.  
Probably because my grandfather drowned when my dad was thirteen, I never learned to swim 
until I was twelve or so and have never been a strong swimmer.  I have a horror of drowning and 
can rarely relax on board a boat.  Those great bodies of water I grew up near were both a source 
of pleasure and a source of terror. 
 
So I can quite identify with what scholars believe was the overwhelming attitude toward the sea 
by the Children of Israel, from early in their recorded existence right up to the time of Jesus.  
They connected the sea with evil, in part due we think to the creation myths of their Canaanite 
neighbors and the powerful Babylonians.  For the Jews, the might of God was exemplified by 
God’s control of the waters, demonstrated initially in the separation of the heavenly waters from 
the oceans and the creation of earth and sky and later sung by the Psalmists in God’s mastery of 
Leviathan.  The Hebrews never developed a maritime culture; that was the province of their 
other long-time enemies, the Philistines.  Even those fishermen whom Jesus called would have 
been wary of the sea, which is understandable when one knows of the volatile weather that 
sweeps the Sea of Galilee. 
 
We may no longer think of the sea as the literal source of evil and chaos but we certainly still use 
metaphors that link bodies of water to difficulties in life.  William Shakespeare, the poet of a 
decidedly sea-worthy island, knew what he was doing when he had Hamlet muse about taking up 
“arms against a sea of troubles.”  More colloquially, we are all familiar with the description of 
being “up to your neck in trouble” or “up the creek without a paddle.”  Even unconsciously, we 
see the potential for chaos in the tides and waves of the sea. 
 
With the power and might of the sea in mind and remembering the uneasiness of the primitive 
mariner exposed to that power in a tiny and fragile wooden boat, we can understand why the 
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writers of the Hebrew Bible expressed their awe of God in verses that portrayed God in such 
mastery of the waves that God was able to walk among them.  For the writer of Job, God is the 
one who “trampled the waves of the sea.”  The Psalmist says of Yahweh: “Your way was 
through the sea, your path, through the mighty waters; yet your footprints were unseen.”  For 
those reluctant seafarers, the Hebrews, only the Almighty could dominate the sea. 
 
Coming hard on the heels of the feeding of the five thousand, then, what we have in Matthew’s 
story of Jesus’ stroll across the Sea of Galilee is nothing less than an epiphany, a revelation that 
the disciples had found in their wise teacher the one who showed forth the attributes of God 
Godself.  And if that was all this story was, another proof of Jesus’ divinity, then it would be 
powerful enough and worthy of our attention.  But I think there is more here, too, because I find 
in this story a beautiful reminder of Jesus’ humanity as well as his divinity.  That makes this a 
story that we can connect with in a different way, a reminder that our Savior was in every way a 
human being like us.  And for me this connection of the human and the divine comes even closer 
because we see one of those flawed, fumbling disciples emulating his Master to the point that he 
joins in the miracle, even if only for a moment.  And if rock-headed Simon the fisherman can do 
it, what does that tell you and me? 
 
In extoling the divine attributes of the carpenter from Nazareth in this story and the one that 
precedes it, that feeding of the five thousand that we heard last week, we often miss the very 
human drama in which Jesus is involved here.  Do you remember how last week’s passage 
started?  “Now when Jesus heard this…”  Do you remember what the “this” refers to?  If not, 
turn in your pew Bibles to page 12 of the New Testament or in your own Bibles to Matthew 14.  
Do you see the heading of the first story in this chapter?  In the pew Bibles, it reads “The Death 
of John the Baptist.”  It is the infamous story of Salome, dancing before Herod and gaining his 
promise that she may have whatever she wants.  “Prompted by her mother, she said, “Give me 
the head of John the Baptist here on a platter.” The king was grieved, yet out of regard for his 
oaths and for the guests, he commanded it to be given; he sent and had John beheaded in the 
prison. The head was brought on a platter and given to the girl, who brought it to her mother. His 
disciples came and took the body and buried it; then they went and told Jesus.” 
 
Our passage from last week continues, “Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a 
boat to a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot 
from the towns.”  Jesus is trying to get away by himself to grieve his cousin’s death, the violent 
end of a man of God, the prophet whom he respected so much that he submitted himself to 
baptism.  Imagine that you have received the news of the murder of a close family member or of 
the untimely death of a teacher or a preacher under whose tutelage you have grown as a human 
being.  Imagine that you have gone some place quiet to mourn.  And then imagine that you have 
been deluged (there’s one of those sea metaphors again) by more people than you can count, all 
of whom want to hear words of wisdom from you, some of whom want you to solve their 
problems, all of whom are going to need to be fed before the day is over.  Could you act with the 
compassion of Jesus? 
 
Our story today, then, picks up after dinner.  Jesus is intent on getting some time to himself.  
“Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat.”  I imagine he was kind but firm both with 
the disciples and with the crowds whom, Matthew says, “he dismissed.”  At one of the lowest 
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points of his life, Jesus has managed to care for others in ways that meet their needs and teach 
them the power of compassion and sharing.  And after everybody has had some of his time, his 
talking and his listening and his healing touch, and after everybody has had enough to eat, then 
he goes to grieve.  I wonder, when the disciples saw him on the water, if he was even aware of 
where he was or if he was simply so lost in seeking the comforting presence of his Father that 
he’d started the long walk home without thought for his route.  In his very human grief, Jesus 
drew so close to the face of God that the miracle just happened. 
 
Initially, the disciples couldn’t tell what they were seeing.  Their boat was being battered by the 
waves, Matthew tells us, and they were having a hard time of it.  The angry power of the water, it 
may have seemed to them, was being personified in some sort of evil spirit.  And when the 
distance between them shortened, their reaction was still fear.  The apparition looked like Jesus: 
could it be his ghost?  Had Herod’s agents seized the opportunity of their absence and struck 
down the Teacher while he was alone?  Was Jesus dead?  Had they been abandoned? 
 
Jesus’ words to them, designed to put them at ease, show his intimate connection with the Father 
as much as his trek across the water.  “Do not be afraid,” seems to be the first statement made 
whenever humankind encounters the divine in the Scriptures.  It is an acknowledgement that the 
presence of God is a fearful thing; awesome in the true sense of the word.  Pamela Greenberg’s 
translation of Psalm 85, which we used this morning for our Call to Worship, reminds us, 
however, that the appropriate feeling of awe which we experience in God’s presence leads us not 
to destruction but to blessing: “Rather your uplift is close to those who hold you in awe…”  
Matthew also renders Jesus’ self-identification in Greek words that would have alerted his 
readers in another way to Jesus’ connection with the Father.  Translated into English as “it is I,” 
the Greek is a complicated and little used form, εγο ειµι, the same phrase used in the Greek Old 
Testament to translate God’s words of self-identification to Moses: “I AM WHO I AM.”  Jesus may 
have simply intended to comfort his friends but Matthew’s choice of translation leaves no doubt 
for his readers that the phenomenon of water-walking has further revealed God With Us. 
 
Peter’s response, so human, is to set another test for this mysterious figure of whom he is still 
wary.  “If that’s really you and you have this power and mean us no harm,” he seems to say, 
“you’ll help me do that, too.”  Jesus’ simple response, “Come,” is enough to propel Peter out of 
the boat and onto the waves.  And, lo and behold, he walks toward Jesus on the water.  At least 
for a few steps.  Then he gets distracted and begins to sink and Jesus has to haul him out and 
back into the boat.  But for a few moments, Simon Peter, the fisherman of Capernaum, walks on 
the water just like the Son of God. 
 
I’ll come back in a minute to Peter’s failure but when I met with my colleagues to study this 
passage on Wednesday, we all ended up agreeing that what doesn’t get the attention it deserves 
is his success.  We don’t know how far he got once he left the boat but Matthew clearly says, 
“Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.”  He did the 
humanly impossible based on his trust in Jesus.  We also agreed that Jesus’ words afterwards to 
Peter have probably been interpreted far too harshly by most over the centuries.  Perhaps it’s not 
a dismissive, “you of little faith,” but rather an encouraging “you have a little faith.”  As 
Matthew remembers it, it’s not long after this that Jesus tells his disciples that faith that is 
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equivalent in size to a mustard seed can move mountains.  Peter doesn’t move any mountains but 
he does walk on water and that is quite an impressive feat. 
 
So, yeah, he got distracted by the wind and the spray in his face and he took his eyes off Jesus, as 
preachers have sadly intoned for years, and he started to sink.  But for a few moments, he walked 
on water!  And, yes, distractions are dangerous for us, too, as preachers have also sadly intoned 
for years, and yes, we must keep our eyes on Jesus or our eyes on the prize or we risk failing, 
too.  But, I think God would rather we got out of the boat and gave it a try on our less-than-a-
mustard-seed-sized faith than bind ourselves to the mast and play it safe.  Don’t get me wrong, 
I’m not advocating the disregard of common sense or living a reckless lifestyle or anything like 
that.  But I do think that we are called on to risk something big for something good, to take 
chances to do something courageous in the name of Jesus, with our eyes fixed firmly on him.  
The old hymn, which Pam played as our offertory, tells us that Jesus calls to us o’er the tumult of 
our life’s wild, restless sea.  He calls over the noise of the storm and says, “Come on in; the 
water’s fine!”  Like a parent from just beyond our reach in the part of the pool where the water is 
over our heads, he calls, “Jump!  I’ve got you!” 
 
Peter’s faith was like that little child.  Jesus said, “Come,” and Peter came.  Our faith has got to 
be like that little child, too.  We’ve got to have a “little” faith.  We’ve got to trust that once we 
jump out of the boat, we’ll be able to walk on the water.  And when we start to go under, and we 
will, we’ve got to have faith that Jesus will be there to haul us out.  We need to live like we 
believe the words we sang and recited this morning.  “What have I to dread, what have I to fear, 
leaning on the everlasting arms?”  Ever since my days at Southern Seminary, that song has made 
me think of Dr. Harold Songer.  His motto, which his students heard at least a few times each 
semester, was nearly always delivered in the same way: hands jammed into the pockets of his 
comfortable cardigan, the whisper of a smile on his lips, drawled out in his soft, Appalachian 
accent – “It’s easy to be laid back when you’ve got something to lean on.”  The Psalmist, as 
translated by Pamela Greenberg, said it, too, and we echoed it: “Righteousness will walk before 
us, placing feet of the faithful on the right road.”  When we step out in faith, God will direct our 
steps, on the water or on the right road.  Just as for Peter, Jesus will save us, lift us out of the 
angry waves.  We may lose stuff.  We may even lose the stuff of our bodies.  But we will be 
saved. 
 
Please hear me carefully: I am not advocating a faith that checks intellect at the door.  I do not 
believe that God calls us to abandon what God has helped us to learn through the experiences of 
our lives.  I believe God calls us to be bold but not foolhardy.  I do not, for example, believe that 
God calls us to banish doubt.  Doubt, for me, is an important part of faith.  It means we care 
enough to ask questions, to wrestle as Israel did with God.  I think our NRSV has done us a 
disservice by translating Jesus’ words to Peter as “why did you doubt?”  The Greek is διστάζω, a 
word that some have translated as “to be of two minds.”  Literally, it means “to stand in two 
places.”  It reminds me of a line from a song by Little Feat, a band I learned to love in my 
college days.  Lyricist and lead singer Lowell George wrote, “Don’t understand that girl of mine 
/ You know I can’t explain. / She got one foot on the platform / and the other on the train.”  Now, 
you don’t have to be a deep thinker to know that that particular posture will get you killed in 
matters of railroad trains.  It is the same in matters of the spirit.  We should think, we should 
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question, we should even doubt, but before we leave the boat, we should be committed.  We 
cannot stand in two places. 
 
My sisters and my brothers, our lives are often encompassed by that “sea of troubles” I 
mentioned earlier.  The broader world around us is torn by war and violence.  In the Middle East, 
our brothers and sisters in Christ are being exterminated by men who claim the sanction of the 
God of Abraham for their hate.  In Africa and in Central Asia, civil wars flare.  Closer to home, 
the drug cartels of Central America drive parents to send their children to our borders, seeking 
asylum in a place where they can live without fear.  Literal storms and earthquakes threaten 
thousands and leave them as refugees.  Our country is riven with greed and by demagogues who 
place party politics over the commonweal.  Our state struggles with the most regressive tax 
system in the country.  In our community, too many suffer from insecurity of food or shelter.  
Within this church family, there are those who are grieving, those who are afflicted by pain or 
weakness or illness.  Our path often seems obscure; our circumstances, strained.  But bearing us 
up are always the everlasting arms, the unchanging love of God.  The day of peace dimly shines 
before us, beckoning us to the way of Christ.  It may lead into the waves, it may lead into green 
pastures, eventually it will lead down into the valley of the shadow of death.  But at every step, 
Christ is before us, saying to us, “Come.”  Let us step out in faith, out of the boat, plunging on 
with hope and courage until God’s harbor is our home.  Amen. 


