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Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed 
the crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When 
evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, 
for the wind was against them. And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. But 
when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried 
out in fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid." Peter 
answered him, "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." He said, "Come." So Peter got 
out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus. 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?" When they got into the 
boat, the wind ceased. And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God." 
	
Some	forms	of	scriptural	reflection	invite	us	to	imagine	ourselves	as	one	
of	the	characters	in	the	biblical	passage,	to	try	to	feel	what	it	might	have	
been	like	to	have	been	standing	in	their	sandals.		
	
Now,	it	is	indeed	the	case	that	many	of	us	have	spent	much	of	this	time	
of	pandemia	in	isolation,	unable	to	visit	or	be	visited,	and	have	been	
challenged	by	dreadful	loneliness.	But	I	imagine	plenty	of	others	will	
find	it	easy	to	relate	to	Jesus	in	the	opening	lines	of	today’s	gospel	text;	
he	is,	it	seems,	desperate	to	get	the	disciples	into	the	boat	and	pushed	
out	onto	the	water	so	he	can	finally	get	some	alone	time.		
	
Just	prior	to	today’s	reading	from	Matthew,	Jesus	had	sailed	out	by	
himself	to	escape	the	crowds.	They	had	followed	him,	however,	and	
were	amassed,	waiting	for	him,	at	his	landing	point.	What	was	meant	to	
be	a	relaxing	and	restorative	afternoon	turned	into	the	feeding	of	the	
five	thousand.		So	by	the	time	we	get	to	this	story,	I	can	almost	feel	
Jesus’s	palpable	desperation	for	solitude;	see	him	loading	up	the	boat	–	
their	equivalent	of	the	family	station	wagon	–	checking	twice	that	they	
haven’t	forgotten	anything	and	feel	his	toes	fairly	curl	with	glee	as	his	
friends	sail	off	into	the	horizon.	
	
Those	of	us	who	have	spent	an	unprecedented	number	of	hours	in	the	
company	of	our	bubblemates,	endlessly	producing	homecooked	meals	



and	homeschooled	children,	may	well	understand	Jesus’s	overwhelming	
need	for	quiet	time	in	which	to	replenish	his	own	spiritual	resources.	
	
Then,	as	compelling	as	that	image	was,	I	moved	on	to	imagining	myself	
in	the	boat,	clustered	together	with	the	other	disciples,	heading	for	a	far	
shore	while	the	wind	whipped	up	and	the	rain	battered	down.	And	
suddenly	I	remembered	one	evening,	years	ago,	when	I	was	on	my	first	
and	only	trip	to	Mexico.	Peter	and	I	(different	Peter	-	husband,	not	
apostle!)	had	signed	up	for	an	excursion	billed	as	a	romantic	sail	to	a	
beachside	dinner	on	a	nearby	island.	That	so-called	romantic	sail,	
however,	was	anything	but.	
	
Just	moments	after	we	launched,	the	rain	that	had	been	threatening	
began	to	lash	down.	Mist	and	cloud	blocked	sight	of	any	shore,	leaving	
us	entirely	without	bearings.	Far	worse,	though,	were	the	thunder	and	
lightning	forking	across	the	dark	sky.	This	intermingling	of	vast	
quantities	of	lightning,	water,	the	metal	boat	and	me	seemed	contrary	to	
every	safety	lesson	I	had	ever	learned,	and	I	don’t	mind	telling	you	that	I	
was	mighty	afraid.		
	
Thinking	of	tonight’s	gospel	reading,	with	Peter	at	sea	as	the	wind	
whipped	up	and	the	rain	battered	down,	I	wondered	what	I	might	have	
said	had	Jesus	appeared	to	me	across	the	storm-tossed	water.	Probably	
Dear	Lord,	get	me	out	of	here.	Or,	Please	let	me	know	it	will	be	OK.	I	think	
I	can	tell	you	with	100	per	cent	certainty	that	it	would	not	have	been	
“Lord,	if	it	is	you,	command	me	to	come	to	you	on	the	water.”	
	
What	a	bold	prayer	that	is!	So	often	we	ask	God	to	manifest	great	things;	
peace	in	our	world,	the	healing	of	a	dire	illness,	resolution	of	a	
seemingly	hopeless	situation.	But	Peter	doesn’t	ask	to	be	a	passive	
witness	to	divine	intervention.	Peter	asks	to	partner	with	Jesus	in	
performing	the	impossible.			
	



The	phrase	to	“walk	on	water”	has	entered	the	language	as	a	description	
of	someone	who	accomplishes	the	extraordinary.	It	is	universally	
accepted	as	a	reference	to	Jesus.	That	Peter,	too,	walked	on	water	in	
Matthew’s	account	–	if	only	briefly	–	seems	to	have	been	largely	
forgotten.	
	
But	I	love	how	this	text	tenderly	illustrates	the	reality	that	we	humans	
are	equal	parts	breath	of	God	and	feet	of	clay.	Soaring	one	moment	and	
sinking	the	next.	And	it	reminds	us	–	as	do	so	many	other	scripture	
passages	–	that	it	is	our	fear	that	undoes	us.	While	John	assures	us	that	
perfect	love	casts	out	fear,	our	love	is	filtered	through	our	own	
imperfect	selves.	We	long	to	be	constant	and	unwavering	in	our	trust;	
but	God	knows	we	all,	at	times,	are	disabled	by	anxieties.	
	
Fortunately,	God	remains	steadfast	even	we	when	do	not;	when	Peter	is	
overcome	by	fear	and	begins	to	sink,	we	read	that	“Jesus	immediately	
reached	out	his	hand	and	caught	him.”	What	reassurance	there	is	in	that	
one	line.	And	what	reassurance	there	is	in	knowing	that	God’s	desire	to	
unlock	marvels	within	us	does	not	await	or	require	our	perfection.		
	
Peter	was	far	from	perfect,	and	succumbed	to	fear	just	like	the	rest	of	us.	
But	just	a	couple	of	chapters	after	Peter	begins	to	sink	in	the	surf,	Jesus	
tells	Peter	that	he	is	the	rock	upon	whom	the	church	will	be	built.	(That	
made	me	wonder	briefly	if	Jesus	was	the	person	who	coined	the	phrase	
he	“sinks	like	a	stone!”)	Peter	would	flounder	again	not	long	after,	
denying	even	knowing	his	friend	Jesus	in	the	frightening	hours	leading	
up	to	the	crucifixion.	But	despite	these	shortcomings,	Peter	became	the	
first	pope	and	the	rest,	as	they	say,	is	history.	
	
In	the	weeks	ahead	I	invite	you	to	consider	what	you	have	been	asking	
God	to	do	with	your	life	–	both	consciously	and	unconsciously.	Do	you	
ask	God	for	help	just	keeping	your	head	above	water;	praying	for	
restored	or	continued	good	health	for	yourselves	and	loved	ones,	



enough	money	in	your	pocket,	a	restful	existence	–	or	do	you	challenge	
God	to	take	you	beyond	familiar	horizons?		
	
It	seems	that	God	is	well	up	for	the	challenge.	There	are	other	biblical	
tales	in	which	Jesus	is	dared	to	prove	his	divinity,	but	refuses.	He	won’t	
turn	stones	into	bread	at	the	devil’s	behest,	or	magic	himself	down	from	
the	cross	as	challenged	by	the	thief	who	hung	next	to	him.	But	when	
Peter	asks	Jesus	to	prove	himself	by	empowering	Peter	to	walk	on	
water,	the	request	is	readily	granted.	Jesus	is,	it	appears,	quite	happy	
give	us	the	boost	we	need	to	reach	beyond	our	perceived	limitations.	
	
So	what	is	the	impossible	goal	you	dare	to	imagine,	and	to	pray	for?	
Francis	Collins,	an	enthusiastic	Christian,	is	the	scientist	who	led	the	
project	that	determined	the	DNA	sequence	of	the	entire	human	genome.	
He	is	now	at	the	helm	coordinating	the	international	efforts	to	create	an	
effective	COVID-19	vaccine.	I	bet	we	know	what	he’s	praying	for.	And	we	
know	already	that	various	vaccines	have	reached	clinical	trials	within	
what	were	previously	considered	impossibly	short	timelines.		
	
Well.	We’re	not	all	Francis	Collins.	But	we	all	have	dreams.	What	dream	
makes	you	feel	wistful?	Perhaps	it	is	reconciliation	with	someone	you	
had	resigned	yourself	to	remaining	estranged	from.	Perhaps	it	is	leaving	
behind	an	unhealthy	situation	in	which	you	have	believed	yourself	
trapped.	Perhaps	it	is	a	dream	you	have	convinced	yourself	you	don’t	
have	the	ability	or	capacity	to	realize	–	the	dream	of	a	new	job,	or	going	
to	school,	or	writing	a	memoir,	or	finding	a	sustaining	companionship.	
Perhaps	our	dream	is	that	a	friend	or	loved	one	might	receive	the	gift	of	
faith.	We	can’t	stop	praying	for	things	because	they	feel	impossible;	
today’s	gospel	reminds	us	that	this	is	in	fact	the	time	our	prayers	may	be	
most	effective.			
	
We	know	God	does	not	always	answer	prayer	in	the	way	we	would	
wish.	But,	in	the	words	of	Max	Lucado,	we	can	worry	or	we	can	pray,	but	
we	can’t	do	both	at	the	same	time.	So,	like	Peter,	may	our	prayers	be	big	



and	brave;	may	they	move	us	beyond	fear	to	a	place	where	laid-aside	
dreams	become	present	possibilities.		
	
We	can	do	all	things	in	Christ	who	strengthens	us,	says	St.	Paul,	so	let’s	
put	that	promise	to	the	test.	So	often	we	act	as	functional	atheists	–	
proclaiming	belief	in	an	all-encompassing	God	but	living	as	though	that	
God	is	very	small	indeed.	Instead,	let	us	pray	robustly	that	we	can	do	
more	than	we	can	ask	or	imagine,	trusting	in	the	One	who	will	steady	us	
through	wind	and	wave	alike.		
	
I	leave	you	with	this	prayer,	which	I	know	is	a	favourite	of	many;	may	it	
stay	with	you	in	the	days	and	weeks	ahead:	
	
May	God	give	us	the	grace	never	to	sell	ourselves	short;	grace	to	risk	
something	big	for	something	good;	grace	to	remember	that	world	is	too	
dangerous	for	anything	but	truth	and	too	small	for	anything	but	love.	So,	
may	God	take	our	minds	and	think	through	them;	may	God	take	our	lips	
and	speak	through	them;	may	God	take	our	hearts	and	set	them	on	fire.	
Amen.	
	
-	The	Rev.	Peggy	Trendell-Jensen	


