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1. 

Jesus has heard that Herod recently be-headed John the Baptist, who was his cousin. Matthew 

describes Jesus withdrawing to a secluded place. In all likelihood, he wanted space to grieve. There 

would also seem little doubt that Jesus did this because he and his followers were also in danger. 

Herod didn’t like religious radicals. Two events then happened in that secluded place. Firstly, the 

crowd tracked Jesus down, and were hungry. Jesus and his disciples fed the crowd – the famous 

feeding of the 5,000. Jesus then withdrew once more, sending the disciples away by boat to the 

other side of the Sea of Galilee because he wanted to be alone to pray. Then the second event 

occurs, which is described in our reading.  

 

2. 

The disciples find themselves in trouble on the Sea. Their boat is being battered about and they are 

lost. Through the darkness, they see a figure walking toward them. Thinking it is a ghost, they are 

terrified. However, it is Jesus, who announces himself by saying, “Do not be afraid.” This is, in fact, 

the Bible’s most frequently stated commandment. Do not be afraid. Not “Stop doing this” or “Thou 

shalt not do that”. Rather, “Do not be afraid”. Peter focuses his eyes on Jesus, gets out of the boat, 

and he too walks on the water, for a time. However, when he notices the strong wind, he becomes 

frightened again. Beginning to sink, he cries out for Jesus. Jesus grabs Peter, saying “You of little 

faith, why did you doubt?” And when Jesus joins them in the boat, the lake becomes calm.  

 

3. 

This story about walking on water presents a stumbling block to modern listeners. It was probably 

regarded sceptically by some of its first century listeners as well. But it was then far more widely 

believed that the laws of nature can be suspended by supernatural intervention. And so Jewish 

believers would not have wondered for a moment if it were possible that someone could walk on 

water. Their stories are full of such events. But while they would not have wondered if it were 

possible, they would have wondered: Why is it so with this man? The resources for their answer 

came from those ancient stories. The only One who has power over the chaos of the waters is 

Yahweh. They will have heard this as a story about the power of God coming to a people in trouble 

in the person of Jesus. 

 

4. 

In our rational age, attempts have been made to provide a more palatable explanation. For example, 

was this in fact an optical illusion? The entire scene took place in darkness, or very early light, during 

what was called the ‘fourth watch of the night’, between 3:00 am – 6:00 am. Was Jesus actually 

walking in the shallow waves and only appeared, in the dim light, to be walking on the water. Maybe 



it happened like this: Jesus spotted the boat, drifting back toward him in the strong wind, and 

guessed the disciples couldn’t see in the poor light that they were so close to shore. So he waded out 

to say, “It’s not that deep! Get out and haul yourselves up to the sand”. It’s possible.  

 

5. 

Another question has been put to this story. Has it been misplaced in Matthew’s Gospel?  John’s 

Gospel contains a similar event, but at a different point in the plot (John 21). In John, the disciples 

had been in a boat all night and caught no fish. Jesus appears from the shore, tells them to try again, 

and this time the net comes back full. It all happens on a lake, it’s at night, the disciples are troubled 

in a boat, Jesus appears but they don’t recognise him, nevertheless he saves them, and in John’s 

story, as in Matthew, Peter ends up in the water. There is, however, one significant difference. John 

places his story after the resurrection, whereas Matthew places it before. The figure on the shore in 

John is the prophet and rabbi the disciples had known in life, but had recently seen executed. They 

now encounter him situated over against his own death, somehow, in such a way as to make them 

believe that he would not ever be subject to death again and would, in fact, be with them always. 

Matthew, and John even more so, are writing decades after these events. Has Matthew misplaced a 

resurrection memory? Maybe. 

 

6. 

Now, I am a slow learner but at some stage I stumbled upon what I think is an important distinction.  

It is not specific to these readings, but I think it may be helpful here. We do not offer our wonder 

and our praise because we have firstly judged something or someone to be good. We judge 

something or someone to be good because they have first of all drawn our wonder and our praise. 

Think about something of great beauty, or someone with whom you have deeply fallen in love. Or 

think of a place, or an experience, or a person who has left you feeling that the time and place you 

are in, at that moment, has been transcended by something you cannot explain. We are speechless. 

We may try to find words, but the resources of language cannot even adequately speak of, let alone 

explain, what we have experienced.  

 

7. 

I have come to believe that something like that happened to the first followers of Jesus of Nazareth, 

most especially, and most inexplicably, after his death. They called it a resurrection. And their 

wonder and their praise are now enmeshed in the stories they have preserved about his life. 

Modern scholarship may help us to sort out the event from the praise, but the power of the story is 

delivered by its fullness - in both its core and in its embellishments - born of wonder and worship. 

Faith is not a theoretical conviction, wrought from mental effort, that brings a certain state of 

knowledge, after which we may offer our heart. Faith is the dark and wind-swept waters of the Sea, 

not the safety of the boat. It is explanations that are found in the security of the boat. Meaning is 

found in the wonder of the open Sea. Be interested, always, in what historical scholarship can tell us. 

It sheds valuable light. But then set aside the question, what is the explanation for this story?, and 

ask instead, what is the meaning of this story? As if in what Paul Ricoeur calls a second naiveté, 

engage the story with a mature naiveté and ask, what does it mean for me to hear these words 

about this man?  



 

8. 

You may have noticed that my name-sake has an inglorious role in this story. He is the one who got 

my attention. Peter’s boat gets lost. He tries to walk on water. He nearly drowns. And he appears to 

get a rebuke from Jesus, who says to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” He’s had quite a 

night. Traditional interpretations often go like this: Peter had the right idea when he got out of the 

boat. For he, like all of us, is invited to step out into the storms of life, where Jesus stands calling us 

to take courage and walk towards him. If we have faith, and keep our focus firmly on Jesus, we will 

not sink. While Peter kept his eyes on Jesus, he could walk on water. When he started to worry 

about the waves, Peter went down like a stone. It is strong faith that will get us over troubled 

waters. 

 

9. 

I find that interpretation meaningful and sustaining. It makes this a story that means a great deal to 

me. It calls us to be courageous in stepping out into the tempest of living. And it invites us to be 

secure in the faith that God is with us, especially when we are drowning. But there is one thing I 

think it misses. If Jesus were to ask me the question “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” I would 

not blink before giving him an honest answer. And I’d have a lot to say. In fact, I wouldn’t know 

where to start. And do you know what? I think he’d love that. Doubt is a tremendously healthy 

element of faith. Weak relationships are born of “Thou shalt not”. Strong relationships are born of 

“Do not be afraid: I am with you … Tell me about your doubts?” The sea of faith and doubt is a rough 

place. It can be a dark place. But it is also a free-ing place.  

 

You may know the Leonard Cohen song Suzanne. With Ockert as your Minister, I’d be surprised if 

you don’t. I like it very much, and I like this verse in particular: 

 

And Jesus was a sailor when he walked upon the water. And he spent a long time watching 

from his lonely wooden tower. And when he learned for certain only drowning men can see 

him he said, “All men shall be sailors then until the sea shall free them”. 

 


