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“To be or not to be, that is the question: / Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings 

and arrows of outrageous fortune, / Or to take arms against a sea of troubles / And by opposing 

end them.”  That, of course, is the opening of perhaps the most famous soliloquy in the history of 

English drama, spoken by the character “Hamlet” in William Shakespeare’s tragedy of the same 

name.  It’s only tangentially related to our Gospel passage this morning but it does connect with 

a couple of the themes I want to explore this morning.  First, the way in which the sea stands as a 

symbol for the chaos in our lives, the troubles and temptations that often threaten to overwhelm 

us.  Second, we’ll also see that the indecision that plagues Hamlet throughout his play has 

affected even our Biblical heroes.  But I’ll get to that a bit later. 

 

For now, let’s review the context of this story of Jesus and his disciples and the sea.  As we do 

so, I think we’ll find a number of important things to consider, including the two points I’ve just 

suggested.  For Matthew, as for Mark, the story of Jesus walking on the water is connected with 

the story of the death of John the Baptizer as well as with the story of Jesus feeding a multitude.  

These events set up the story of our focus.  In Mark and in Luke, as in Matthew, Jesus receives 

the sad and disturbing news of John’s execution just before the miraculous feeding.  As Matthew 

tells it, “Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there (he’d been in Nazareth) in a boat to 

a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the 

towns. When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured 

their sick.” 

 

I find that remarkable.  We Christians have been taught, over the centuries and on the strength of 

the stories in Luke’s Gospel, that John and Jesus were cousins, separated by just a few months in 

age, although brought up in different parts of the country.  They likely would have seen each 

other whenever Joseph and Mary’s family made the trip to Jerusalem from Nazareth.  The 

cousins could well have been friends – certainly Jesus responded positively to John’s call to their 

people to come and be baptized.  I remember when I heard of the premature death of my closest 

cousin.  Tonya and I were a little further apart in age than Jesus and John; she was 18 months 

younger than I.  And for most of our lives we lived much further apart than Galilee and the hill 

country of Judaea but like Jesus and John, we saw each other frequently enough to become close 

friends.  We almost invariably saw each other at Christmas and while my family lived in the U.S. 

we saw each other more often.  We had a close bond, perhaps in part because we looked so much 

alike as children – seeing us together, those who didn’t know our family often asked if we were 

twins.  And when Tonya died tragically at just 17, I was gutted.  I didn’t want to talk to anybody 

or even be around people.  I certainly didn’t look around me and have compassion for complete 

strangers. 

 

We should also remember that Jesus and John were further connected by their callings, by their 

message, and by the enmity of Herod.  Both, during their preaching days, were considered 

prophets by the people.  Both pointed to the immanence of the Kingdom of God; both called for 

people to turn their hearts to God and change their lives.  Like John, Jesus was in danger 

whenever he was in Herod’s territory.  Luke’s Gospel tells the story of some Pharisees warning 

Jesus that Herod will kill him if he can catch him.  That Herod had succeeded in killing one of 

the two prophets drastically increased the odds that the second would be his victim as well.  If 

Jesus already knew or suspected that he would come to a bloody end, John’s execution must 

have felt like the tightening of the noose. 
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Not surprising then that Jesus seeks solitude.  Far more surprising and touching that he allows 

the crowd to pull him back into the work, expending his already depleted energy in talking with 

them, healing them, feeding them.  He sets aside his grief and fear and sets about changing other 

lives for the better.  I have seen in others and found again and again in my own life that helping 

those who need me is usually the best cure for feeling sorry for myself.  Hear me carefully, 

please!  I am not discounting our need to grieve when we lose a loved one or when we 

experience setbacks in life.  But I would always remind us all, myself included, that very often 

the way out of sadness and anxiety is to get our attention off of ourselves and on to others.  

Working to help others find peace often delivers peace to us as well. 

 

I would also point out that after Jesus had helped those who sought him out, he went off for that 

delayed time of solitude.  Now, it may be because I’m about to embark on two weeks away from 

my pastoral duties and three blessed weeks away from my duties with the City of Lynnwood but 

Jesus’ decision here sounds really smart to me.  No matter how good we are at what we do, no 

matter how blessed by God we are, we all need time to rest and pray.  We need time alone to 

recharge our batteries.  I think Jesus loved his work.  I certainly love mine.  I think I can safely 

say that the last twelve and a half years of being your pastor has been the happiest, most 

fulfilling time of my life.  I’m glad, too, for the opportunity to have served this city.  But I’m 

ready now for a short break from both and I think I’ll be ready to say goodbye to my career as an 

elected public servant when my Council term expires in December.  I’m looking forward to 

having more energy for the work we do together in this place.  I’m looking forward to juggling 

fewer commitments.  I’m looking forward to being a better pastor.  I really think I understand 

why Jesus would have said to his friends, “Y’all go on home.  I’ll catch up later.”  We all need 

those times of rest and prayer. 

 

Before we come to the miracle in our story, I want to spend just a little more time in setting the 

context but a deeper context now.  I want to talk about the relationship between Jesus’ 

countrymen and the sea.  Historically, the Jewish people were quite familiar with the concept 

that human beings had no control over the watery environment beyond the shore.  Like others of 

their land-faring neighbors, the Babylonians for example, the ancient Hebrews saw the sea as the 

embodiment of chaos and danger.  We can still find echoes of this in Genesis 1:2 where we read 

of the formless void of waters, dark and dangerous, where the Spirit of God began to move and 

that God, in verse 6, subdues to create dry land.  It is a uniquely monotheistic spin on a creation 

story that is otherwise quite similar to many others where two gods of nearly equal strength, one 

of heaven and one of the sea, fight until the land is created.  To the Jews, only Yahweh, the one 

true God, could master the waters.  They were not a sea-going people, by and large.  The relative 

security of the lake or Sea of Galilee, storm-tossed though it is, was all they generally cared to 

venture.  The relative vastness of the Mediterranean, which the Greeks and later the Romans 

made into their own private lake, was simply too daunting for the people descended, as 

Deuteronomy 26:5 puts it, from “a wandering Aramaean.” 

 

In the words of the Anglican commentator, John Pridmore, a “visceral dread of the sea… 

characterises almost every reference to the sea in the Bible.”  And, it should be added, in most of 

these references, Yahweh is shown as the master of the sea.  Some of the great poetry of the 

Hebrew Scriptures can be found in passages praising God’s reign over the chaos symbolized by 
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the sea.  Psalm 89:8-10 says, “O LORD God of hosts, who is as mighty as you, O LORD? Your 

faithfulness surrounds you. You rule the raging of the sea; when its waves rise, you still them.  

You crushed the dragon of the sea like a carcass; you scattered your enemies with your mighty 

arm.”  Job 26 contains Job’s praise of God: “By his power he stilled the Sea; by his Wisdom he 

struck down the sea dragon. By his breath the heavens were made fair; his hand pierced the 

fleeing serpent.”  That’s also, by the way, a nice bit of Trinitarian scripture, referencing God as 

Power, as Wisdom (the Greek λογοσ), and as breath, ruach, Spirit.  Job also describes God as 

the One who “trampled the waves of the Sea” and Psalm 77 says of God, “Your way was 

through the sea, your path, through the mighty waters…” 

 

In raising in his Jewish-Christian readers’ minds the picture of the Creator God, whose Spirit 

brooded over the face of the deep, who shut up the seas and destroyed the spirit of chaos that 

lived in them, Matthew is making a remarkable claim about Jesus of Nazareth, that he is the Son 

of God.  In the study of this story in his book, The Meaning in the Miracles, Jeffrey John writes: 

“In all the Old Testament passages that underlie (this story), the point is being made that God 

alone rules the waves and walks through the waters; God alone defeated the primal sea-monster; 

and God alone can defeat the demonic powers of chaos and evil.”  If that isn’t enough, Matthew 

remembers Jesus sealing the deal with his own words: “It is I; do not be afraid.”  The 

significance of this may escape us.  But in the Greek in which Matthew wrote, Jesus’ words, 

“εγο ειµι,” are exactly the same as Yahweh’s words to Moses when He names Himself as “I AM 

WHO I AM,” “εγο ειµι.”  It is not a normal construction and not one used to no purpose.  The 

accompanying words, “do not be afraid,” almost always announce an appearance of God or an 

angel of God in the Scriptures.  Matthew, Mark, & John, all of whom tell this story, mean us to 

understand the claim they are making for the carpenter from Nazareth.  Jeffrey John writes,  

“Because we are so used to these stories, we risk missing how totally extraordinary this fact is: 

that writers who were Jews, trained in the Law, raised in the most monotheistic of faiths, should 

believe that in Jesus Yahweh’s own power and authority had literally walked this earth in a 

human being.” 

 

But there is another claim here, too.  Jesus not only has God’s power over the sea, he has God’s 

power over what the sea represents: the heaving, swirling world of chaos and challenges that 

beset each one of us, what Shakespeare’s Hamlet refers to as “a sea of troubles.”  When Jesus is 

present in our lives, we may be awed, even terrified by his presence for, as Hebrews 10:31 notes, 

“It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  But Jesus’ message to us is, “It is I; 

do not be afraid.”  As we walk with Jesus, the waves in our lives that threaten to swamp us 

become instead the current that gives power to our boat, helping us to get to the land where we 

are going immediately.  As we walk with Jesus, our fears dissipate.  As we walk with Jesus, we 

are saved from fear. 

 

The assurance that God, in all three persons of the Trinity, is master of the sea both literally and 

metaphorically is one of the things that made me think of Hamlet and his soliloquy in regard to 

this passage.  Which of us, after all, has not experienced life’s problems as an overwhelming sea 

which threatens to capsize our boat and send us sinking down into the waves.  And that brings to 

mind Peter, who like Hamlet was beset by indecision.  Peter often seems to be the emotional 

bellwether for the rest of the disciples.  I’m guessing it was he who first shouted, “It’s a ghost,” 

not an unlikely guess when one is confronted with the apparition of a friend walking on the 
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waves, particularly when one knows that friend has been in danger of execution.  It is certainly 

Peter who blurts out, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”  Now that is 

an odd declaration to make.  In none of the versions of this story do we read that Jesus invited 

Peter to come out.  Peter reminds me of that saying in the Black Church tradition about those 

who decide that they have been gifted to be pastors, usually despite all evidence to the contrary.  

The saying “Some were called and some just went” could certainly be applied to Peter here. 

 

But if Peter’s first mistake was to decide without any reflection or evidence that he knew what 

response was required of him here, his second mistake was to be uncertain about it.  As the story 

tells us, he got out of the boat and by the grace of God actually took a few steps.  Then he 

realized where he was, what he was doing, and what was working against him.  “But when he 

noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord, save 

me!’  Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, ‘You of little faith, 

why did you doubt?’” 

 

I don’t think Jesus was criticizing Peter’s faith here.  After all, Jesus commended having faith 

like a little one and Peter never lost faith in Jesus.  He knew Jesus would save him.  I think what 

Jesus was calling Peter’s attention to was that he lacked commitment to his admittedly 

unconsidered plan.  The Greek word usually translated here as “doubt” literally means “double-

minded.”  He wasn’t clear and focused in his plan.  I think that when our plans to serve God and 

our neighbors founder in the seas of chaos around us, it’s usually because we haven’t planned 

carefully enough. 

 

As I think you all know, during this last week I’ve had to revoke permission for those 

experiencing homelessness to sleep on our campus, other than the participants in the Shepherd’s 

Village program.  The reality of the situation was that I’d never really done any planning – I 

simply reacted to the needs around us and requests from those in need.  The situation evolved 

into one that was out of control primarily because there was never any control in the first place.  

It is my intention, once I have returned from vacation, to revisit the concept but this time to do 

proper planning, involving those of you who are interested, our Shepherd’s Village partners in 

the Jean Kim Foundation, the Lynnwood Police Department, and others.  I still think my 

compassion for those looking for a safe place to sleep was appropriate, just as was Peter’s 

confidence in Jesus to keep him safe.  But, like Peter, I leapt before I looked, planned, 

considered.  And, like Peter, I found that the chaos is not so easily mastered. 

 

To continue in the metaphor of the sea as the chaos of life, there is this from one of the Fathers of 

the Church, the Fourth Century Algerian theologian and former actor, Augustine of Hippo:  

“Blessed are all thy saints, O God and King, who have travelled over the tempestuous sea of this 

mortal life, and have made the harbor of peace and felicity.  Watch over us who are still in our 

dangerous voyage; and remember those who lie exposed to the rough storms of trouble and 

temptation.  Frail is our vessel, and the ocean is wide; but as in thy mercy thou hast set our 

course, so steer the vessel of our life toward the everlasting shore of peace, and bring us at last to 

the quiet haven of our heart’s desire, where thou, O God, art blessed, and livest and reignest for 

ever and ever. ” 
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My sisters and my brothers, our course is set.  We learn from the example of Jesus that the best 

way to make a path through the chaos of life is to embark on the journey to help bring peace to 

others.  We learn from Peter (and from your impetuous pastor) that we must indeed wait to be 

called so that we are not among those who “just went.”  But we must be ready, when God calls 

us out into the tossing sea to say, “Yes.  Here I am, Lord.  I will go, Lord, if you lead me.  I will 

hold your people in my heart.”  Amen. 

 

 


