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In the Boat in a Pandemic Storm: Sermon for Pentecost 10 on 9 Aug 2020 

Prepared by Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton for East Plains United Church, Burlington 
Matthew 14:22-33.  

 

In 2011, I was privileged to represent The United Church of Canada at an ecumenical 
consultation on mining in Tanzania. Afterward, several of us who were not flying home 
for several days booked ourselves on a boat that sailed from the east coast of Africa to 
the island of Zanzibar, which is part of Tanzania, but separated from the mainland.  
 
Before we left, the ticket agent mentioned something about rough water, but we didn’t 
pay much attention. We sat on deck and soon realized we were going to get wet. I 
don’t remember how long the crossing took, but it seemed like the boat spent as much 
time going up and down as moving forward. It was an amusement park ride we had not 
intended to purchase. We had a day and two nights to explore the island, so I put my 
potential anxiety about the return trip out of my mind. Besides, maybe by then, the 
return trip would be better.  
  
The return trip was worse. I decided to sit inside, where the crew pointed out sea-
sickness bags. Every time a wave exploded against the boat, it covered the glass of 
our enclosed space, scaring everyone and giving the momentary sensation that we 
were going under. People around me were moaning and even screaming. I prayed as 
much that I wouldn’t barf as I did for our safety. As I hung on, white-knuckled, the boat 
again bobbed up and down in its efforts to move forward, but this time there was also a 
sickening sideways pull from the water. I can only imagine how much more terrifying 
the trip would have been at night.  
 

That trip ranked right up there with some of my terrifying airplane flights.  
  
Sometimes after such an experience, we have to force ourselves to get back on a boat 
or an airplane. Sounds like that happened in today’s Bible story. Verse 22 says, 
“Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go ahead of him to the 
other side.”  They didn’t want to, but he made them. In Matthew’s gospel, this is the 
first time the disciples have been separated from Jesus. And, isn’t it odd that Jesus 
dismissed the disciples before he dismissed the crowds?! 
 
This is the story that follows the one we reflected on last week, the feeding of more 
than five thousand people. Jesus gets the disciples onto the boat and then goes back 
to send the crowd of people on their way. And then he purposefully returns to his 
original intent of some personal time, from which the crowds had deterred him. He 
goes up the mountain to pray. 
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The disciples had—just four chapters earlier—had the experience of the storm that 
Jesus had quieted. THAT time, he had been in the boat with them, but this time—for 
whatever reason—he is not coming along. They don’t want to do it, but they go 
because Jesus asks them to. Actually, it sounds a little more forceful than that.i 
 

Some of them were fishermen. Maybe they could tell that there was a storm 
coming. When they got out on the lake and the wind picked up and the water got 
choppy, perhaps they thought to themselves or even said to each other, “We knew this 
was a bad idea.”  
  
Matthew is telling the story many years after it happened, to a community of Christians 
who are suffering for their faith. His gospel was written to encourage them to keep on 
keeping on. 
  
For people of ancient Israel, the sea was a place of chaos. Being on the water could be 
threatening. It represented all the anxieties and evil powers and death that threaten the 
goodness of life. The sea can be a fearful, dangerous place, and Jesus has sent the 
disciples out there without him. 
  
Matthew writes that the boat is being battered by the waves. His readers were people 
who were being battered for their faith. He likely used that word on purpose. Maybe his 
readers thought of themselves as those forced to go out into chaos, into the journey of 
life where storms of conflict and persecution battered them. Perhaps they were 
frightened that he had abandoned them to the storm.  
  
Maybe you’ve been there, metaphorically forced out into a storm, made to take a 
journey you knew was going to be no fun at all. We’ve all known some of the storms of 
life, times when the blasts of wind knocked us off balance. And before we got our feet 
under us, the waves rocked the boat and knocked us down again. And no matter what 
we did, the wind and rain kept battering us. All we could do was hold on and let the 
waves roll over us. Maybe it made you angry. Maybe it scared you. Maybe it left you 
too exhausted to go on. You just wanted to be done, to get off the boat and rest 
someplace quiet and safe.  
 
Isn’t this pandemic time a bit like that? It is like a storm, a journey we have been forced 
into. Some of us have been frightened by it. When I see what is happening in the US, a 
much worse part of the storm where my family lives, I am outright angry. Some of us 
are almost too exhausted to go on. We want it to be done and for all of us to be safe. 
  
That’s probably what the disciples are thinking. They’re exhausted from trying to keep 
the boat afloat. They’re mad because they didn’t want to do this in the first place. Some 
of them are probably convinced that they’re going to die. And now, to make matters 
worse, it looks like there’s a ghost to contend with. 
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It’s not a ghost. It is Jesus and he calls out to them to tell them not to be afraid, that he 
is with them. 
  
Impetuous Peter gets out of the boat and tries to walk to Jesus. At first he can, but then 
he sees the storm and the waves. Many of my ministry colleagues and I were like that 
at the beginning of COVID19 isolation. We industriously learned new skills like hosting 
Zoom; we called whole lists of congregants in the first few weeks. When we realized 
how deep this COVID19 storm is, and the extent of energy it took to walk on the water 
in this storm, we began to sink. We were exhausted at the immensity of what we were 
dealing with. 
 
When Peter sinks, Jesus lifts him up and asks him why he doubted and walks with him 
to the boat. After they get into the boat, the storm dies and the disciples are in awe. 
 

We have all heard lots of sermons on this text. I once saw a cartoon with the caption, If 
You Want to Walk On Water, You Have to Get Out of the Boat. That’s a good title. A lot 
of the preachers I’ve heard use that as the moral of this story. They say that if we just 
have enough faith, we could walk on water. They say that faith means taking risks and 
that we have to step out of the boat and keep our eyes on Jesus so that we don’t sink. 
 
It’s kind of like driving in a construction zone, with concrete barriers on either side of 
you. You have to look straight ahead; if you looked at the barriers, you would crash into 
them. (On a personal side note, my Dad tried to teach me to drive by taking me onto a 
four lane highway in the middle of construction. It frightened both of us so much that he 
hired a professional driving teacher for me!) So, yeah, eyes ahead, on Jesus, say 
those preachers. 
  
This time through this lectionary cycle, I’m thinking about the fact that Jesus made the 
disciples get into the boat. He told them that was where he wanted them. But Peter 
couldn’t stand being in the boat. He reminds me of a three year old—if you want her to 
do something, tell her to do the opposite. So, he hops out and starts walking to Jesus. 
 
If we view this as a story about a miracle—something which completely defies the laws 
of nature—then the meaning of the story may be lost. But if we view this as a story of 
faith, of real life, with many layers, then it can help us reflect on coping with the storms 
in which we find ourselves. And, in particular, this current storm of the pandemic. 
 
Rev. Kathy Donley is a minister I admire from being on an online listserve together. 
She suggests that getting “into” the boat seems synonymous with being willing to 
explore faith. Getting “out” of the boat, taking the risk of actually braving the wind and 
the waves, might be faith in action.ii 
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But what looks like an act of faith, Kathy says, getting out of the boat to walk on the 
water to Jesus might also really be a lack of faith. At first, Peter isn’t totally sure that it 
is Jesus. He tests him by saying “Jesus, if it is you, call me to come to you.” And then 
he leaves the others to their fate. He doesn’t seem to consider what will happen to 
them without him to work his oars or do his share of bailing. The last thing they need is 
to have to rescue a drowning crewmember, but he doesn’t seem concerned about that 
either.  
 

Perhaps the message is not "If he had enough faith, he could have walked on the 
water," just as the message to us is not "If we had enough faith, we could overcome all 
our problems in spectacular ways." But rather, can we believe that God is always with 
us, even when the evidence, the storm, suggests otherwise?  
 
I have mentioned before, that one of the ancient symbols for the church was a boat. 
Remember how we looked up at the wooden planks in the ceiling of the sanctuary to 
see how it looked like the bottom of a big boat? Perhaps this story was to encourage 
Matthew’s readers to make our way through the storms together, within the boat, the 
community of faith. 
  
It’s not a matter of whether there will be storms in life, but when. And one good thing is 
that the storms usually will swirl and beat and batter us all at different times so that 
when someone else is experiencing their storm, we can be their mooring. But, if it is 
happening to the whole community, it is far better to all be in the boat together. 
 
That is what is happening to us in this pandemic time. We are in a global storm. And 
yet this is different, in that we are mandated to stay home, to not come together in our 
sanctuary boat. Yet, we have found ways to be together in spite of that, through 
worshipping together and meeting on Zoom, through phoning and emailing each other, 
and now by beginning to visit cautiously outside, distanced and masked. 
  
Fear and anxiety are the worst parts of the storm for many people. I am fascinated by 
storms and am one of those people who love them, but many people don’t like them.  
And what really tears them up is a fear that it won’t stop or that they won’t see the 
storm coming and won’t be ready for it. Sometimes their fear of the storm they 
anticipate can be worse than the damage the storm actually inflicts when it arrives. In 
the case of COVID19, that is not necessarily true, as it has devastating and long-
lasting effects. 
  
Dealing with fear and anxiety can be an issue of faith. Some people seem to have 
more faith than fear. They’re the ones cracking jokes and encouraging others to keep 
bailing because land is in sight. They’ve learned to believe that all will end well, even 
though the storm might suggest otherwise. I realize that is not where I am. In the daily 
COVID19 diary that I participate in for a research project, there is a daily question 
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about how one thinks this will all turn out and whether the participant will be ok in the 
end. I find myself answering “neutral” on both questions every day, because I just don’t 
know that all will be well in the end, for me or for the world. When all this started, I was 
keeping my clergy colleagues entertained with my attempts at humour. By this point in 
the pandemic, though, I am having a hard time believing we will emerge unscathed 
and it is others’ jokes that are helping me to smile these days. Yeah, ministers 
struggle, too. 
  
New Testament scholar Beverly Gaventa says, “The variety of faith granted to human 
beings does not banish fear. …Faith does, however, teach us whose name to call and 
who waits to calm us, for faith knows who is powerful over the deep of our fears as over 
the deep of the waters.iii  
  
Life is full of storms. We can’t avoid them. For the duration of this global storm of 
COVID19, may we remember it’s ok to think of our community of faith as the 
metaphorical boat, where we support each other and trust that God will be with us. 
May we continue to trust the One who is with us in the deepest of our fears, the One 
whose unconditional love and grace surround us in every moment. Thanks be to God! 
  
 

i Pointed out in a sermon posted by Kathy Donley on PRCL-L on 12 Aug 2017. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Quoted in Kathy Donley’s sermon and I no longer have the source. 

                                                           


