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Our lesson for this afternoon comes from the gosp®laithew, chapter 14:22-33. John
the Baptist has been put to death by Herod, and Jesursy haard this news, had been on his to
pray when he saw that a crowd was following them axddchanpassion upon them and with his
disciples fed all 5,000 of them along the shores of thek&alilee with a few loaves and a
couple of fish. Here begins our reading. Hear the Wéfgloa: Immediately he made the
disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the sittesrwhile he dismissed the crowds. And
after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the modoythimself to pray. When evening
came, Jesus was there alone, but by this time the letéered by the waves, was far from the
land, for the wind was against them. And early inrtlegning he came walking toward them on
the sea. But when the disciples saw him walking os¢lae they were terrified, saying, "It is a
ghost!" And they cried out in fear. But immediatelyuespoke to them and said, "Take heart, it
is I; do not be afraid.” Peter answered him, "Lord,if you, command me to come to you on
the water." Jesus said, "Come." So Peter got olnedbdat, started walking on the water, and
came toward Jesus. But when he noticed the strong enokecame frightened, and beginning to
sink, he cried out, "Lord, save me!" Jesus immediagglghied out his hand and caught him
saying to him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt®hen they got into the boat, the wind
ceased. And those in the boat worshiped Jesus, sayinly {you are the Son of God." Here
ends our reading. This is the Word of the Lord: Thank® [§&od.

There are divided feelings about this text among the @ntators. Some argue that
Peter here represents the voice of Satan speaking thitmeigisciples challenging Jesus to prove
himself before the eye of the reader. Others utilimetext metaphorically as an indictment
against those who leave the safe vessel of the chexduse they don't have enough faith that it
is Jesus who is coming to them in the many oceagdittree| on, and thus they begin to drown in
life's troubled waters. As we continue along our joumidgoking at the humanity behind the
Biblical witness of those who were challenged byghresence of the living God in their midst, we
do not have to look too far into this story beforemeet the gaze of Peter’'s humanity staring
right back at us.

Some of you have heard me say this before, but alfaémine likes to refer to Peter as
the Barney Fife of the disciples. Because no matiertiard he tries, Peter just can't seem to get
it right about discipleship and life in Christ. Invafiathe gospel writer will reveal Peter as the
guy who, just when it looks like he really gets it abasgus$, totally misses the boat and turns into
everyone else's "teaching moment.” On the one hamglthe first to profess Jesus as the
Messiah, on the other he is the first to deny him t&ne moment he is watching loaves and
fishes be multiplied in his hands, and the next he iisgmg out his soggy shoes because he does
not believe Jesus is who he says he is. And ygPieter who is given a special blessing and
named by Jesus to be the rock on which he will buildtnsch. It is Peter who is given the voice
of the disciples, and it is the historical and paraldediter who Matthew uses to embody the
Church as the author tries to convey something toviascongregation and to congregations for
centuries to come about what it is by nature to lwl@nfer of Christ.

It is between 3 and 6 in the morning and Jesus hasheedistiples off without him for
the first time since their ministry began togetheewh storm sweeps up off the sea of Galilee
and the boat carrying the disciples is battered by theegvand is carried far from shore. Other



gospel accounts depict the disciples straining againstaaesrunsuccessfully and Jesus
witnessing their toil in the storm from the vantagéhe hill on which he was praying. We have
been in the boat with Jesus and the disciples befordelsus was sleeping in the vessel during the
storm that time and now he is no where to be séman-ig, of course, until he comes walking
across the water to them. This event needs nadintt@mn or elaboration. Matthew allows the
statement to speak for itself silent volumes about ipvand power and subduing chaos. You'll
remember that Matthew’s Jesus is the one who spealdii®e parables- should his actions then
have anything less then a loaded meaning? It is aghbaiv often has this image been taken for
granted in our own minds, reduced to a paper doll Velcro#uktstory board of virtually every
Vacation Bible School classroom in history. Butoers the only appropriate and honest
response of those in the boat and, though Jesus is quadntdy himself, Peter is not satisfied
and poses what can only really be heard as a challdmge, if it is you, command me to come
to you on the water.” It is a peculiar request to be.slires not the requirement of proof that is
surprising- we are on familiar ground when we find ourseaggin positioned with the disciples
in wonder- it is Peter’s desire to be empowered by Jesjps him on the waves that gets me,
risking his own life for the proof he requires, thatd desus’ simple invitation- as if he did not
know that this was something that defied the laws o$ipkyor the rest of us, or was an act
reserved throughout ancient history for the divine offyome” he says. And is ready to
provide. The Philosopher Soren Kiierkegaard had a phoaskd kind of choice now
confronting Peter. He called it the leap of faith iméts of reason. It is part of his case for
belief in God and he states that there is only so muchational mind can discern, only so many
paths for it to follow before reason will exhauseit&ind we are left only with the option of
turning back from belief or taking the plunge into the utaserealm of faith. In the very next
moment Peter is throwing his leg over the side obthegt and, though we are not supplied with
an adjective, one can assume is exhilarated as lsehjigiChrist on the surface of the water. My
gosh, Jesus, and now Peter too, striding over a dark@uraldd sea. This is a triumphant
moment to be sure- and we the reader find ourselvesgaddir breath- like watching a child
take its first steps because we quickly realize it issngaestion of if the child will fall in their trek
toward the outstretched arms of the parent, it is a igmest when. If this scene were supplied
with a soundtrack the mood would shift from the high etatf treble strings to heavy and
foreboding sweeps along a string bass, “But when heeaabtie strong wind, he became
frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, "Lord, sas¥

Peter takes a lot of heat for this- in fact, helt®some quite famous for it. Like Thomas’
dubious and so often misrepresented notoriety for askisgddhe scars in the flesh of the risen
Christ, Peter’s descent into doubt has been the rabthaé story for many a preacher fueling the
flock for keeping their eyes on Christ. One sidewaysaglaaway from the goal, and you are
sunk. And Peter, the rock upon whom the foundation oétibech is built, is relegated to an
illustration of disbelief. This seems odd, don’t younki® After all, how often have we stepped
out in full confidence of our faith only to find thatrigs don’t look quite like we’d hoped or
imagined once we are outside of the boat, and Jesubng oa to him. When we leave the
known for the sake of Christ, when we surrender a métee claim we stake upon the course of
our lives do we not also assume a touch of a sens#itément? Surely Peter’s almost caviler
request reveals just a hint of an expectation witlmmsélf- within all of us- that stepping out in an
act of faith will be rewarded with calmer waters?hiis not part of the fullness of our humanity-



the tendency to determine for God what the return feaja of faith should look like? "Lord, if it
is you, command me to come to you on the water” aftethis is supposed to be about Jesus
pulling through, right? It was no mystery to Peter thate was a storm going on- his boat had
been battered by waves all night- Jesus empoweredtBeteitk on the water but he did not
promise calmer seas. He promised only himself. Anehnweter’s inevitable sideways glance
toward the waves recalled for him the fact that leedwefied the limits of his reason, reminded
him that he was walking on faith and he became friggteand began to sink, it was Jesus who
was waiting to reach out immediately in the momentriexl “Lord Save Me!” The request for
strength turns to a plea for help- and Jesus offersviattibut reservation, without hesitation, for
the sake of the disciples whom he loved. And the questidPeter’'s mind and heart becomes an
occasion for grace.

“You of little faith, why did you doubt?” is the gentleprenand of Jesus. The first part of
this sentence, “you of little faith” is only used ®sds when speaking to believers. The idea is
not an indictment that Peter does not have faiththaithe is not drawing from it. As one
commentator puts it, in the gospel of John for exanfi@enord belief is always a verb, never a
noun- it is like a muscle that must be used to remaimgfr. The word ‘doubt’ is distazo in the
Greek and is used just this one time in Matthew- it m@augillation, or wavering between
anxiety and courage, between faith and doubt. And mplesiphrase Matthew summarizes the
challenge of discipleship, the nature of the journewitth for Peter and for us, and draws the
humanity of the church into the fullness of God in Jesws words. Our faith is built upon the
struggle of discipleship amidst the winds and waves of tiiédvand on the faithfulness of Christ.
Matthew shares with us through Peter that we may Ipoeered by Christ to step out of the
comfort of what we know for the sake of faith in wiaad are not always sure of. And this
stepping out means trusting that Jesus is present witrensadaen the journey toward him does
not look like what we’'d expected or hoped for. It meassimg in assurance that he is ready and
waiting to reach out to catch us when the storms weatrd to subside rage on, and we are
afraid and disheartened and inevitably begin to sink. fdinedation of our church is the steady
hand of Christ and disciples taking bold steps, and sinkingndamd being litted up, and taking
bold steps again. And Christ reaching out all the whileis is what he does. In the words of an
old hymn: When | was sinking down, sinking down, sinking dowhen | was sinking down
Christ laid aside his crown for my soul, for my soGhrist laid aside his crown for my soul. God
does not desire for us to drown in the depths and brokeohesir humanity, keeping the power
of such holy things as drinking from the springs of etdifieao himself, but in Christ invites us to
join him in the thrill of walking on water.

But when Peter noticed the strong wind, he became dngiak, and beginning to sink, he
cried out, "Lord, save me!" Jesus immediately reachethisdtand and caught him...and those
in the boat worshiped Jesus, saying "Truly you are timec®&God.” Amen.

1 Interpretation Bible Commentary- Matthew, Louisville: John Knox Press, 1993, p. 170



