North Kildonan United Church
13th August 2023 ~Rev. Susan Reed
“Walking on Water”
Psalm 105: 1-6, 16-22, 45b Matthew 14: 22-33

Let us pray:

O God, stir among us as together, we reflect on these words of scripture. Open our
hearts and minds to what you might be saying to us through these words, and to what
you might be calling us to do and be. This we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

This morning’s Gospel reading comes immediately after the passage we heard last week,
which was of the feeding of multitudes — thousands of people — with just a few loaves
and a few fish. This morning’s passage contains a new story, but picks up where last
week’s story left off. It begins in telling us that immediately after that experience of
feeding the crowds, “Jesus made the disciples get into the boat, and go on ahead to the
other side, while he dismissed the crowds.” The language used here makes me wonder
if the disciples didn't want to leave, or if maybe they didn’t want to leave without Jesus.
But Jesus made them, and once they were gone and the crowds had been dismissed,
Jesus went up the mountain by himself to pray.

You may recall that last week’s passage began with Jesus trying to withdraw to a
deserted place by himself, after hearing the news of the death — the murder — of John
the Baptist. But the crowds followed Jesus and he didn't get that time or space to himself.
Perhaps this is why he sent both the crowds and the disciples on their way once everyone
had been fed. Perhaps he was still needing that time and space to himself to pray. We
are told that evening came and Jesus was still up the mountain alone. But meanwhile,
the disciples were in the boat, and the boat was battered by the waves and far from
land. Scripture doesn't tell us there was a storm, but “battered by the waves” and the
mention later on of “strong wind” would suggest less than calm and peaceful waters.

Whether or not there was an actual storm, the disciples found themselves in stormy
waters. Certainly, with some of them being fisherman, storms on the water wouldn’t be
new. They would be at least somewhat used to winds coming up, causing choppy waters,
and pushing or bashing the boat around.

It was this reality in which the disciples found themselves — out on the water at night,
battered by wind and waves. And it might seem that they had a rather sleepless night,
because early in the morning, seemingly awake, they became aware of someone walking
toward them on the sea. It was Jesus, but they thought it was a ghost, and we're told
they were terrified, and cried out in fear. But Jesus spoke to them, and said ‘Take heart,
it is I: do not be afraid.”

Clearly, the disciples weren't still understanding what was going on, or convinced that it
was somehow really Jesus, and so Peter replied to the voice and figure which spoke and
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said, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” So Jesus said,
“Come.” Peter stepped out of the boat, and started walking on the water toward Jesus,
but then, noticed the strong wind, became frightened, and began to sink. We can
imagine at this point that panic took hold of Peter, and Peter cried out ‘Lord, save me!”
Jesus reached out his hand and caught Peter.

Twice in this story, we're told that someone cried out. The disciples cried out in fear
when they saw what they thought was a ghost, and later Peter cried out when he began
to sink. In both of those cases, scripture tells us that not only did Jesus respond, but did
so immediately — in the midst of the panic and fear and uncertainty. When the disciples
cried out in fear over the figure walking on the water “immediately Jesus spoke to them
and said, ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” And when Peter cried out as he began
to sink “Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him.”

All of this imagery of disciples in a boat and turbulence on the waters might remind us
of another story. Earlier in the Gospel of Matthew, there is a story of Jesus calming a
storm. That story is in the 8" chapter, six chapters before today’s story. In that earlier
story, Jesus is in the boat with the disciples, but he is asleep. The disciples are afraid of
the storm, wake Jesus up, and Jesus calms the storm.

This morning’s story is different. Jesus is not initially with his disciples. And this storm
or turbulence doesn’t seem to scare the disciples as much — at least there is no mention
of their fear of the wind and waves. But there is still fear, and what they are afraid of
this time is the vision of something coming towards them on the water, the vision of
something unknown. In their fear, Jesus spoke to them, and said, “Take heart, it is I.
Do not be afraid.”

The word “courage” comes from the Latin root cor. You may also be familiar with the
French word “coeur”. Both words mean “heart.” Both are words from which we get the
English word “courage.” It is thought that when Jesus says, “Take heart,” he is saying
to have courage, and to know that he is there, present with his disciples.

This time, Jesus doesn't actually command the storm — or the waves or wind - to be still.
We are simply told that as Jesus got into the boat with the disciples, the winds ceased.
You could say that this time, Jesus commanded his disciples to be still, in a sense. To
not centre themselves in fear, and to find confidence and peace in his presence. Or
perhaps, to find confidence and peace in his presence even amidst the fears which took
hold, and which weren't, perhaps, easy to shake.

There is one other key difference between these two stormy stories which I'd like to
highlight. In the first one, where Jesus stills the storm, the disciples were amazed, and
what they said was “What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey
him?” In this morning’s passage, after Jesus pulled Peter out of the water and they got
into the boat and the wind ceased, we are told “and those in the boat worshiped him,
saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.” Perhaps over the course of these six chapters,
and all of the time they represent, the disciples gained some answer to their previous
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question, “"What sort of man is this...?” This time, Jesus’ actions moved them to worship,
praise, and a naming of who Jesus was, and who they were discovering him to be.

This passage tells us something about the disciples, and in a way about ourselves. I
often find it comforting to be reminded that even Jesus’ first disciples didn't always
understand everything or get it right. Even Jesus’ first disciples are challenged by him
around the depth of their faith. And yet, those were the same people that Jesus chose
not only to call, and not only to journey with in ministry, but also those to whom Jesus
entrusted the continuation of his ministry after he was gone. This flawed, imperfect,
doubting, denying, sometimes slow to catch on group of people...

There is a sense from many scholars that in this passage, Peter represents all of us.
Meaning, this isn't as much of a story about Peter as it is a story about discipleship.
Sometimes I wonder what Peter was thinking in stepping out of the boat and attempting
to walk on water towards Jesus. Surely he knew that this wasn't something he’d be able
to do. After all, if it was common for people to walk on water, the disciples might not
have been so frightened by Jesus walking towards them, and might not have assumed
him to be a ghost. Was there no other way for Jesus to ‘prove’ who he was than by
having Peter, too, be able to walk on water? We might shake our heads at Peter, and
confirm — when he starts to sink — that we knew it wouldn’t go well. But scripture tells
us that it did start well for Peter. Scripture says “Peter got out of the boat, started
walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.” It was when he noticed the wind that
his fear took over, and he began to sink.

When Peter began to sink, after Jesus had caught his hand, Jesus said to Peter, “You of
little faith, why did you doubt?” Peter’s fear took hold, and he sank. And yet, we might
also note that Jesus didn't accuse Peter of having no faith. I hear these words from
Jesus less as accusation or admonition, and more as gentle challenge, and even comfort.
Perhaps that’s not what Jesus intended. But I think Jesus did always want to encourage
growth in faith. And so I wonder if what he was really saying to Peter was, “You have a
little faith now, I want to see you have great faith.”

While this passage tells the story of Peter, it is really centered in the story of Jesus. This
passage not only tells us of his identity, as recognized by his own disciples, but tells us
something of the ways of God. It might suggest to us that in times of trouble or distress,
if we cry out to God, God will save us. But we know that doesnt mean that we are
spared all trouble or distress in life if only we have enough faith. What really stands out
for me here is that as Peter attempted to walk on water, Jesus was there with him. And
as Peter started to sink, Jesus was there with him. Jesus was in the water with Peter.
Jesus was present in the turbulence, in the chaos, in the confusion, in the fear, offering
words of comfort, and offering words of peace. Jesus didn't stop the winds from howling
or the waves from battering the boat, but was there throughout it all, with a hand
extended, and with peace in the midst of all that wasn’t peace-filled. “Truly,” the disciples
said, “Truly you are the son of God.”



We will all have known of stormy times in our own lives — times when things felt unstable,
or tumultuous, or uncertain, times when we wanted to get out of the boat, and find solid
ground, times when we longed for the winds and waves to settle. These stormy times
can come and go, or they can be long-lasting. What might it mean to us that Jesus has
the ability to calm some storms, and also the ability to simply show up in the midst of
turbulent times — not to immediately make the turbulence go away, but to speak peace
in the midst of the fear, in the midst of the chaos, in the midst of the churning...

Perhaps one of the themes of today’s story is a simple and familiar one — Jesus is present.
God is with us. We are not alone. In the words of theologian and writer David Lose,
“This is the promise at the heart of this story, all of Matthew’s Gospel, and indeed of our
faith: that God will never give up, that God is with us and for us, that God, in the end,
will do what we cannot. And this promise is the one thing that I know of that helps us
cope with and transcend our fear.”

Whether we are feeling rocked by a storm, swept away by high winds, bashed by the
waves, or wanting to step out in faith and try something uncertain and new, God is with
us. And the message for us is “Take heart, it is I. Do not be afraid.”

I am with you. Have courage. Know that you are not alone.
May it be so. Amen.



