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Every three years, each time this 
Gospel story rolls around in the 
lectionary, I am reminded of a prayer 
card that I once had, and for many 
years used as a bookmark. It was 
given to me when I was in the Navy by 
the wife of a fellow officer, who, 
before one of our deployments, gave 

one to every member of the wardroom of the submarine I served on. 
The card disappeared many years ago, probably lost in one of our 
family’s many moves, but I still remember the prayer: “Dear God, 
protect me; for the sea is so great, and my boat is so small.”   
 

Quite often, today’s gospel lesson is interpreted along the lines of  
the title of a book by John Ortberg, “If You Want to Walk on Water, 
You’ve Got to Get out of the Boat.” The interpretation usually goes 
something like this . . . Peter had the right idea when he left the others 
and got out of the boat, quite literally stepping out in faith. Peter, like 
all of us, is invited to step out into the storms of life where Jesus calls us 
to have courage, leave the safety of the boat, and come to him. If we 
will just have enough faith in Jesus and keep our focus firmly on him, 
we will not sink, despite the ferocity of the wind and the waves that 
rage all around us. 

In this interpretation, if there is fault or blame, you see, it lies with 
Peter. If only Peter had not become distracted. If only he had kept his 
eyes on Jesus, he could perform miracles. But when he got anxious and 
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sidetracked from concentrating solely on Jesus, Peter, whose name 
means “rock,” went down like a stone. Jesus wants us to be bold in our 
faith. Jesus wants us to walk on water, dream big, take risks in our lives, 
perform miracles in his name. If our faith is strong, we will succeed. But 
if we fail to do anything less than walk on water, it is because we are 
obviously just not faithful enough. 

No doubt Jesus wants us to take risks for the sake of the Gospel. No 
doubt Jesus wants us to keep our eyes focused on him and his mission. 
No doubt Jesus wants us to have the gift of faith. After all, he’s the one 
who reminded his followers: “With God, all things are possible.” He’s 
the one who told some fishermen to leave everything and everyone to 
follow him. He’s the one who tells us to take up our cross, to lose our 
lives for his sake, that if we have faith even the size of a mustard seed, 
we can move mountains. When the resurrected Jesus stepped out of 
the tomb that first Easter morning, he really outdid himself in thinking 
“outside of the box.” No doubt, Jesus wants us to follow his lead - take 
risks, be bold, do outrageous things for the sake of the Gospel, step out 
in faith and follow. 

But, I wonder if that often-taught and often-preached interpretation is 
too simplistic. Is that really what Jesus wants us to hear in this Gospel 
story? Perhaps there’s another interpretation, another lesson for us 
that lies a bit deeper than the most obvious one. 

One thing that’s true about Matthew’s Gospel is his interest and focus 
on the idea of community. Matthew is primarily interested in figuring 
out what it means to be the Church, the Body of Christ in the world, the 
gathering of people who are called to follow Christ together. Matthew 
is more inclusive than exclusive He is not all that interested in the great 
heroes of the faith, singular individuals who go it alone, those who go 
above and beyond everyone else. It may well be that the real hero of 
the story, in Matthew’s eyes, is not impetuous, ambitious Peter. 



Perhaps the real heroes are the rest of the disciples he left behind, the 
ones struggling to keep rowing, staying the course, saving the boat, and 
saving the lives of each other in the face of the raging storm. 

When Jesus says to Peter, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”, 
what if the meaning isn’t, “Oh, Peter, if only you had more faith;” but  
is, instead, “Oh, Peter, why did you get out of the boat and abandon 
your brothers?” 

The boat has, from the earliest days of Christianity, served as a symbol 
for the Church. And no wonder. A ship is a great symbol for the Church. 
Think of a ship, a vessel large enough that it takes a number of people 
doing diverse things, but requiring coordination of skills and 
cooperation of tasks to get it to move and maneuver. Slicing through 
the waters on a gorgeous day can be simply glorious. When wind and 
water and sailors work together, the journey is grand. Sometimes, 
however - and here I speak from experience - life onboard a ship can 
become boring and routine. The same chores need doing every day. 
The weather doesn’t always do what the sailors want. A large crew 
means a variety of people, which means a variety of differing ideas and 
personalities. And sometimes, when outside forces kick up, the ship 
and the lives of all aboard can be threatened. The ship’s mission of 
delivering all those aboard to the next safe harbor can be jeopardized 
by those who are tempted to set sail alone, or mutiny, or jump 
overboard. Christians have long treasured this image of the Church as a 
ship: beautiful, but vulnerable; seaworthy, but subject to storm and 
winds and waves; an environment where the safety and life of all 
require the coordination and cooperation of all. 

In today’s lesson, Jesus makes the disciples get into a boat, and head 
out across the Sea of Galilee without him. Jesus fully intends to meet up 
with them on the other side. But first, he is going to take some time by 
himself to pray. 



Then, seemingly with little or no warning, a storm blows up, and Jesus 
revises his plan, doesn’t wait for his followers to get to the other side. 
Seeing them struggling and afraid, he comes to them, walking across 
the water. Jesus would not leave his disciples alone in the boat to 
perish in the storm, but comes to them, acknowledging their struggle 
and fear, saying, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” 

At this point in the story, we usually just skip right to impetuous, 
enthusiastic Peter, swinging his legs over the side of the boat, jumping 
overboard, and pulling off an amazing stunt, if even just for a moment. 
But, if we look carefully at the story, what Peter actually does first is too 
often overlooked. What he does first is say something: “Lord, if it is you, 
command me to come to you on the water.” . . . “If it is you …” 

If . . . 

There are only a couple of other times in the four Gospels when 
someone addresses Jesus with “if.” And they’re not pretty. The devil 
says it three times when he tempts Jesus in the desert: “If you are the 
Son of God, make stones into bread;” “If you are the Son of God, call 
down special privileges for yourself;” “If you are the Son of God, 
worship me.” When Jesus is hanging on the cross, people mock him, 
calling out, “If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.” And 
here, Peter joins his voice to that chorus: “If it is you, Jesus . . . If it is 
you, command me to come to you on the water.” 

If. 

Jesus doesn’t reprimand Peter for being afraid. Of course you’re afraid 
in the midst of a storm. But why did you doubt? Did you really think I 
wouldn’t come? Did you really think I wouldn’t save you? Did you really 
think, when I told you to get into the boat and go on ahead, that I 
would ever abandon you and leave you alone? 



So, why do we doubt? Jesus calmed a storm with his voice, fed five 
thousand people with only a little bit of bread and a few fish, gave sight 
to the blind, made the lame walk, raised the dead, and walked on 
water. In light of all this, why would we ever lack faith? 

Well, one answer is fear. Like the disciples, sometimes unexpected 
storms suddenly pop up in our lives and scare us half to death. That’s 
what storms do. It’s only natural for a dog to hide under the bed 
when he hears thunder; for a child to cling to her mother when she 
sees lightning; for the driver to pull over when he can no longer see 
the road.  

But it’s not just hurricane-force winds and torrential rainstorms like 
Tropical Storm Isaias that scare us; so do all the metaphorical storms of 
our lives. Things like global pandemics, contentious election cycles, 
horrifying medical diagnoses, deaths we cannot comprehend, economic 
downturns, national unrest in the face of systemic injustice, and racial 
and relational discord – any of these things, all these” storms”, can 
shake us to the core. In the midst of difficulties like these, it’s not 
uncommon for anyone to doubt their faith in God. That’s exactly what 
happened to Peter in today’s gospel. But Jesus doesn’t scold him for his 
fear. All Jesus does is ask: “Why?” Like any good teacher, he already 
knows the answer, but he wants us to know it, too. 

So, “Why do you doubt?” Simply put, it’s because we are human. Fear 
is, quite literally, instinctual, built into our DNA. Humans are wired with 
a fight-or-flight response. We have this reflex for a reason. When our 
lives are in jeopardy — or perhaps more common for us today, when 
our identity or way of life is threatened - we are naturally inclined to 
react in anger and fear and fleeting ways. When that happens, we tend 
to leave calm, rational thought behind. And for that reason, we often 
need some assistance getting back to a more faithful frame of mind. 



Jesus recognizes that fear is often what robs us of our faith, so as  
he approaches the boat, his first words are: “Take heart, it is I; do not 
be afraid.” 

Jesus reaches out and saves Peter, then they both clamber back into 
the boat and join the others. The wind ceases. The waves are calmed. 
“And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, ‘Truly, you are the Son  
of God.’” 

Skipping ahead, Matthew ends his telling of the Gospel with the 
resurrected Jesus appearing once again to the disciples. In the familiar 
surroundings of Galilee, the once-dead, now-resurrected Christ comes 
to them one more time. And Matthew tells us: “When they saw him, 
they worshiped him; but some doubted.” Some doubted. Even then. 
Even with the risen Jesus standing right in front of them. They 
worshiped him. And still, some doubted. 

But, that’s not where the story ends. In the midst of their worship, even 
to those who doubt, Jesus leaves them with a promise. To all of them, 
the worshippers, and the doubters as well: “Remember,” says Jesus, “I 
am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

Storms will blow up in all of our lives. That is part of human life. But 
Jesus will not abandon us. In the midst of our struggles . . . In the midst 
of our fears . . . In the midst of our doubts . . . Jesus always comes to us. 
The one who calms the storms and makes the winds and waves to 
cease is still with us, rescuing us, saving us, joining us in the boat. He 
still has work for us to do. And yes, it will mean stepping out in faith, 
but not getting out of the boat, not going it alone, not abandoning the 
community of our fellow disciples. 



There are plenty of adventures ahead. Jesus will bid us to follow. And, if 
we listen carefully, we will hear him say to us, in the midst of every 
storm, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” Amen. 


