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Sometimes you’ve just got to step out of the boat and try to walk on water. 

 

When I’m working with parishes or individuals facing issues of change, I often think about this Gospel passage. 

This is a vivid example of a situation where something different, unusual, possibly dangerous happens. The 

framework of the story is simple: the disciples are struggling with their storm, and suddenly one of them gets it 

in his head to do something preposterous. This story works on so many levels for so many situations. I would 

hazard to propose that we have all been all the characters in this story at one point or another. Perhaps there’s 

one character we gravitate toward more frequently, but we can understand the perspective of them all. The 

bottom line is that change - whatever that may be - is going to happen one way or another. The key to successful 

change is in our engagement of our faith and our relationship with Jesus. 

 

In as much as the parables are allegorical, so too is this event. Let’s start by breaking it down a bit. It begins as 

a storm at sea for the purposes of exposition, but the lesson to be learned isn’t about a storm, or sailing. It’s not 

about defying the laws of physics or happy endings. The storm, the wind and waves are not environmental 

events. This is about something more universal to the human experience. It’s about overcoming emotional 

barriers that prevent us from stepping into change and growing in our faith. 

 

When I say to people, “well, at some point even Peter had to step out of the boat and walk on water,” I can see 

them recalling this story, and they pause for a moment to play the whole thing out. The risk-averse among us 

quickly respond with, “and then Peter sank and nearly drowned!” Okay well, that’s a good point, but there is more 

to it. 

 

What makes this story so powerful is its emotional hook. Haven’t we all been in the “storm?” Who among us 

knows what it’s like to have to struggle to keep the boat afloat? If you work with people, you know what it’s like 

to try to keep everyone organized for a common purpose and stay focused, only to have that one guy decide 

he’s got a better idea. Or, you’re the one who sees the clear solution, but no one’s listening to you, so you have 

to go with your gut.  Doing something different - leaning into change is never easy. Some change is easier than 

others, but all change involves a level of discomfort. Where there’s change, there’s always resistance. The 

strongest force of resistance comes, not from external forces, but from within. The hook in this story is the 

emotional barriers at play when faced with a situation where change has to happen. What gets us off the hook 

is our ability to lean into our faith before we take that first important step into a new way of being. 

 

Every parish community is like the disciples in the boat. For the most part we know how to sail this ship. We’re 

all experienced enough to know how to set the sails and steer the vessel. Every now and then a storm kicks up 

and we get tossed about. But the storms we experience - much like the storm described in Matthew’s account - 

aren’t meteorological phenomena. The storms most often come from within. For communities of the faithful, the 

winds that hold us back and the waves that cause confusion are manifestations of inner anxieties.  

 

Where I come from, there’s a classic phrase to describe the condition of resistance to change. It goes like this: 

“we’ve never done it that way before!” Maybe you’ve heard this phrase. It’s kind of a running joke, but it speaks 

truth. It’s easier to manage the difficulties of today, than to imagine the difficulties of tomorrow because the only 

thing we can be sure of was yesterday. And if we’re focused only on the difficulties, it’s really hard to imagine 

the advantages. This is the scene that Jesus enters into in the Gospel. 

 



The disciples set sail immediately after feeding five thousand plus people and then cleaning up after it all. Jesus 

stands on a hilltop and watches the disciples as they sail right into a storm. They wrestle with the storm all night 

long. By morning, they’re in no mood to do visioning exercises. I’d pity anyone who’d try to bring out a flip chart 

for them. Jesus is as compassionate for this community of disciples as he is for crowds of people, so he goes to 

them directly to present the solution to their storm. 

 

Not all the disciples seem to realize the significance of Jesus walking on the water, but Peter does. There’s a 

reason Peter has been elevated as a central figure in Christianity. He’s always trying; always testing his grasp 

on faith, sometimes succeeding, sometimes failing, but always willing to try something in a new way. The other 

disciples struggle to trust that faith is as powerful as it is. The immediate concerns and fears of the moment 

hamper their ability to see beyond the present moment. They may be trapped in a cycle of bad stuff, but it’s bad 

stuff they’re familiar with. They’ve become desensitized to the hazards it presents. The boat may sink and take 

them with it, but at least it’s their boat and they understand that. The fact that Jesus is walking on water toward 

them is so far beyond their comprehension at this point, they decide it can only be more bad stuff. 

 

One of the things that gets parishes into trouble is they get so focused on the things that make them nervous 

and anxious that they resist their role as people of faith. The cares of the world become the driving forces of their 

activities, rather than their activities flowing from their identity as children of God. When all you can see is the 

bad stuff, the bad stuff is all you’ll ever see. This is where our faith in God through Jesus Christ makes itself most 

visible.  

 

Jesus appears as calmness in the midst of the bad stuff. He embodies the essence of inner peace so much that 

the winds don’t affect him. The waves don’t even bother. In fact, the very seawater itself, whose job it is to engulf 

things, is powerless. Indeed, the peace of God surpasses all understanding. This is the invitation to grow their 

faith that’s presented to the disciples. In their time of greatest need, faith calls out to them to try something 

different - because being stuck in the mode they’re operating in at present is no longer helping them get where 

they need to be. 

 

When I say to people, “at some point you’ve got to step out of the boat and try to walk on water,” and they counter 

with Peter’s near-drowning, the counterpoint is the response of God to our act of faith. Peter doesn’t drown. 

When Peter focused on Jesus, and stepped out faith-first, he too was able to overcome the storm of anxiety and 

resistance and fear, to see the possibilities of what could be - to become himself what could be. This is how 

strong faith is and what it can help us to become. Peter was able to walk on water. He was able to do this 

because he shifted his attention away from the bad stuff and the anxieties of the moment to focus on - not just 

the good, but the best. Peter demonstrates that faith makes change not simply possible, but transformative. 

Peter shows us all that it is possible to do what others say can’t be done. He’s able to do something truly amazing 

because he puts his faith and trust in Jesus and doesn’t allow the bad stuff to steal his focus. 

 

“But Reverend Laurel,” people say, “Peter does sink in the water!” Yes he does, and what happens then? 

Matthew writes, “Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him.” God’s response to our stepping out 

in faith is immediate. This is the Covenant in action, and this is not the first time God responds to our needs 

when we cry out. Isaiah 41: “Fear not, for I am with you; for I am your God; I will help you and uphold you with 

my right hand.” Isaiah 42: “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; they shall not overwhelm you.” 

Deuteronomy 31: “Be strong and courageous, for it is the Lord your God who goes with you. God will not leave 

you or forsake you.” And of course there are others.  

 

God knows how hard it is for us to ignore the bad stuff. Faith calls to us from amidst the storms, and when we 

turn our attention to it, we begin to see beyond the present fear and anxiety, so that making changes becomes 

something to move toward in peace. Peter, being human, shows us that even while we step out in faith and find 



ourselves doing what we thought could never be done, those old tensions sometimes steal our attention back 

and we sink. But God is present. Jesus reaches out to us immediately to bring us back up. That’s what a healthy 

relationship with Jesus does for us. 

 

Peter did walk on water, and he did sink and nearly drown. Peter began to sink because he doubted what faith 

and his trust in Jesus could do. What if he didn’t doubt? What else do you suppose Peter and Jesus might have 

done while walking on the water together? Do you think they might have walked all the way to their destination? 

Might they have had a lovely conversation about all the possibilities for their future? Perhaps enjoy a little sushi 

along the way? If stepping out in faith can allow us to take a few steps on the surface tension of water, what 

more will it allow when whole communities step out of the boat together? Those possibilities are far more exciting 

to imagine than slogging through an endless procession of bad stuff. 

 

If Jesus was right there to bring Peter to safety, doesn’t it stand to reason that Jesus will be right there to bring 

us to safety the next time we’re faced with a situation requiring change? Parish communities are regularly faced 

with having to make changes. Change is inevitable. How we approach changes is what’s important. The things 

we choose to focus on make the difference in how our faith and relationship with Jesus grows. Whatever changes 

come our way as we move forward, let us approach them with our attention focused on Jesus and not the 

anxious, fearful stuff. Let us welcome doing things differently as an extension of the gifts of faith from a 

compassionate God. Knowing that it’s Jesus who calls to us, let us ask ourselves the same question Jesus asks, 

“why do we doubt?” 

 

Our parish will continue on the course we’re on for probably a long while yet. Until there’s a vaccine most of our 

changes will be minor course corrections. There will come a time when we’ll have to make bigger decisions. 

When that time comes, we can be sure that Jesus will be coming toward us, calling to us to step out in faith, 

knowing that we can do what we never thought possible. At some point we’re going to have to step out of the 

boat and try to walk on water - and Jesus will be there immediately to bring us to safety. 

 

And that is good news. 

 

 


