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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.” 

(Matthew 14:22-33) 

 

 “Do good, be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share... take hold of the 

life that really is life.” (1 Timothy 6:18, 19) 

 

 
The tale is told about a Texas billionaire who decided to throw the biggest party in the history of 

the world, or at least in his corner of Texas. He decorated his mansion in magnificent ways. He 

had a gigantic swimming pool that he stocked with vicious sharks just for entertainment. He 

invited friends from near and far to come to his party. After offering a toast he said, “I have an 

unusual challenge for someone tonight. Anybody who has the nerve to jump in my swimming 

pool for entertainment, fight the sharks through it and come out on the other side, I will offer him 

one of three gifts. He can have my daughter’s hand in marriage if she will have him, or he can 

have one of my Texas ranches, or he can have a million dollars.”  

  

Scarcely were the words out of his mouth when there was a huge splash in the other end of the 

pool. Sure enough, somebody was swimming. It was just one man and, miraculously, he got 

through the sharks and climbed out on the other side standing in front of the Texas billionaire.  
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The surprised and shocked giver of the party said, “I never thought anybody on earth would do 

this. Never in my life have I seen such courage. But I’m a man of my word, so it’s your call. You 

can have my daughter’s hand in marriage, you can have one of my great ranches, or you can 

have a million dollars. Which would you like?”  

  

The young man, wiping the water from his face, said, “I don’t want any of those things. I just 

want to get my hands on the guy who shoved me in the pool on the other end!” 

  

There’s a sermon somewhere in here. The power of motivation. Sometimes, fear has the power 

to motivate us mightily. If you’ve ever really been afraid in your life, you know that to be true. 

Fear can motivate us as individuals – and as a church – often in negative ways. Certainly the 

disciples were afraid on that stormy night on the waters. But if one can be strongly motivated by 

fear, we can also be vigorously motivated by the power of confidence and faith.  

  

The disciples in today’s gospel are ripe for some motivation. They are out in a boat in the middle 

of the Sea of Galilee through the long night. Those of you who have visited the Holy Land and 

have seen this body of water know that it is set between high hills on either side and that it’s 

known for unexpected winds roaring down over the sea, whipping it into high waves in no time. 

We see it happening here: the wind is against them and the waves rock the boat and they’re tired 

and wet and can’t make any progress toward the shore.  

  

They’re worried and wishing Jesus were with them. Or do they really want him there? For early 

in the morning they look across the sea, and there’s Jesus walking on the water towards them. 

Now you might think they would be delighted, but they’re terrified. Like many of us, even 

though they’ve already had a long journey with Jesus, they’re cynical. They’re addicted to the 

possible. This is a group that can always tell you what can’t happen, why it can’t, how we’ve 

already tried that, and a thousand and one reasons why we shouldn’t even attempt it.  

  

After all this time they are still surprised – shocked – by the things Jesus does. So maybe they’re 

afraid of what he’ll ask them to do. So they decide it can’t be Jesus. It must be a ghost. A demon. 

An hallucination. But there he is in flesh and blood. And Jesus says, “Take heart, it is I. Do not 

be afraid.” 

  

You’d think that would be enough for any of them, but Peter doubts him. He challenges him. 

“Lord, if it is you, command me to come on the water.” “Okay, come on!” Jesus says. Peter 

jumps out, takes a few steps, but then he takes his eyes off Jesus and starts to sink like a rock – 

and, after all, Rocky is his nickname. “Lord, save me!” he cries. Jesus lifts him out of the water, 

and pulls him back into the boat, Peter soaked and sputtering, but saved.  

  

We often translate what Jesus says to Peter as “O you of little faith!” But that really doesn’t catch 

the flavor of it. Jesus, in that instant, gives Peter a new nickname for the occasion, Oligopistos, 

which means, “Little Faith,” “puny faith,” “teensy-weensy faith.” It’s like a Native American 

name given to you once your identity is known – Swift Arrow, Black Hoof, Burning Torch, 

Limp Bacon, Sitting Bull: Little Faith. “Little Faith!” Jesus says to Peter, “Why did you doubt?” 
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Now, here is where most preachers will tell you if you will only keep your eyes on Jesus, be 

absolute in your faith, perfect, unwavering, without a scintilla of doubt, you can walk on water 

and do all the other things Jesus did. It’s the line that every preacher wants to use with their 

Administrative Council, their staff members or their Finance Committee. “Keep your eyes on 

Jesus, don’t doubt, and we can do it. You can do it!”  

  

But I think this story isn’t quite so simple. Matthew wants to tell us it is not our faith, our 

perfection, our lack of wavering that gets things done for God. Because we aren’t perfect. Our 

faith isn’t perfect. We do waver. We do notice the wind and the waves. It is not our faith but 

Christ’s faith, not our power but Christ’s power, and his strong hand that pulls us through, for 

without him we can’t do a blessed thing. I’ve got to tell you, the amazing thing to me about this 

story is not that Peter scraps together enough faith to take a few steps, but that over those 

tumultuous waters, Jesus tells Peter, “Come!” Jesus is the one showing a lot of faith. Faith that 

our old buddy Peter, who is so impetuous, can actually come to him over the waves.  

  

So, I’m not quite sure how to preach this story. Part of me wants to fall back on that old 

preacher’s line, “You can’t walk on water if you won’t get out of the boat.” Maybe this is a story 

about faith and us doing great things in Jesus’ name. We have to admire Peter’s courage. Peter is 

out there, and for a moment he’s walking tall. But then Peter starts to sink. I could preach this 

story like it’s all about taking risks, braving the storm, following Jesus’ lead.  

  

But another part of me wants to preach the neglected message of staying in the boat where Jesus 

will come to you. As we begin the year, this is a message we need to hear. Yes, the church is a 

leaky boat, battered by the wind and waves. But that’s where Jesus was headed through that 

terrible storm – and it’s still the place God has given us to huddle together, where Jesus meets his 

people who have passed through the waters.  

  

This story is absolutely crammed with symbolism. In Matthew’s day, we know the boat was a 

symbol for the church. The church is like Noah’s ark, holding a people saved by passing through 

the waters. The church is like the disciples’ boat, fishing for people. The church here is the safe 

ship God provides in the storms of life – and those early Christians passed through some 

turbulent times, like persecution as a community because they were out of step with the religious 

majority of their day. You’ve heard this before: if you go into those ancient church buildings and 

look up at the vaulted ceilings, they look like a boat turned upside down. It’s why the main part 

of the church, the place where all you people sit, is called the “nave,” which means “boat.” The 

word “navy” comes from it.  

  

Funny thing about this leaky old boat called Birmingham First UMC. It’s not perfect. Sometimes 

we miss each other in times of need. Sometimes we hurt each other’s feelings, and sometimes the 

boat feels a little too crowded even though we’ve lots of space for more. Sometimes we 

unintentionally step on someone’s foot while trying to do the work at hand. And even though we 

work hard through the long night, sometimes it seems we make little headway, little progress 

towards where we would like to go. Some other boats in the waters of faith look like luxury 

liners. We look over there and people look like they’re having cocktails on the Lido deck. 

Meanwhile life’s storm is raging and people are sinking all around them.  
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When the storms of life are raging, thank goodness that Jesus is coming to us through the waves. 

When people are senselessly murdered, as we witnessed this week at Charlie Hebdo in Paris; 

when almost 6% of all American households are cursed by hunger; when over 600,000 people in 

this country are homeless; when a large percentage of our population continues to feel the effect 

of systemic racism within our societal structures; when Ray Rice knocks out his girlfriend in an 

elevator and we learn that almost 31% of women in America have experienced some form of 

physical violence; when so many people close to each one of us are engaged in a silent struggle 

against depression – yes, surely the storms of life are raging. And we need that Savior coming to 

us through the waves. 

  

Yet sometimes we can’t see – and don’t believe – that Jesus is even around. So we become 

desperate, thinking that we’re all just on our own. We wonder if Jesus can even find us here in 

the midst of whatever storm has hit us. And sometimes we don’t want to believe it’s him when 

he shows up in unexpected ways and challenges us to come to him. So like those disciples in the 

boat, we’re paralyzed by inadequacy and fear.  

  

But, you know, Jesus will find us no matter where we are as long as we’re helping his children. 

That’s where Jesus said he would be. So long as we’re serving people through heartfelt love, so 

long as we seek to be faithful, Jesus is going to be with us. When we’re working with the 

children and parents at Cass Community, or helping others stand on their own at Brightmoor, or 

feeding people through hungry? and food collections, or touching distant lives through our many 

world missions, God will find us in the storm. So I want to say, stay in the boat. As we begin a 

new year, launch out in the boat God has given you. Stay in the church even when it disappoints 

or hurts or angers you. Stay and work to make it a better boat. But stay, because it’s a lifeboat for 

so many.  

  

For in the boat there is hope. This amazing story of the disciples in the storm is a parable of the 

resurrection story pushed back earlier in the Gospel by this crisis on the waters. Do you see the 

connection? It’s early in the morning, still dark as on the resurrection morn. The disciples are all 

together in one place, troubled and fearful because the wind is against them, as the disciples were 

huddled in fear on Easter morning. They see Jesus but think he’s a ghost. Jesus says, “Fear not!” 

as in the other resurrection stories. The point is, “Don’t be afraid; in the terrors of the night the 

risen Christ is with you, with you in the dark, with you on the deep, with you in the storm.”  

  

In this story, Jesus pulls Peter up out of the water. Then he pulls Peter back into the boat! The 

disciples all make a confession of faith: “Truly you are the Son of God!” And there, in the boat, 

in the church with Jesus, the wind and the waves are quieted, and the storms of doubt are stilled.  

  

Look at this. Matthew is giving us a picture of the church in his day, shaped by the Risen Christ, 

a small band of believers huddled together against the winds of persecution and the waves of 

doubt. How could so few possibly stand against the world? They could only be strong if Jesus 

was with them. And they only had strength if they stayed together in the boat. 

  

As Christ’s church we’re called to wade into deep water in a way none of us could ever do as 

alone. If we were by ourselves in the waves, like Peter, we’d sink. As individuals, all of us have 

the responsibility to nurture our faith. But if that’s all we do we’re failing our calling. We are 
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called as a community to launch out into the world. We’re to launch out together in the ship of 

faith into the needs of this world. And remember, when Christ pulls Peter out of the waters of the 

storm, he pulls him back into the boat. No doubt he hopes Peter will take up an oar.  

  

The church is not a perfect ship. We’re not the “good ship Lollipop.” We’re more like Gilligan’s 

Minnow than the Queen Mary, because, like Peter, all of us are Oligopisti, “Little Faiths” – and 

we make mistakes and get on each other’s nerves. But it’s where Christ puts us when we’re 

pulled out of the storm. So we need the church. We need the church. These days we run away too 

quickly from disagreement, from intimacy, from entangling friendship, from disappointment, 

even from mild conflict if it threatens to make us face our own issues. Yet, where did Jesus say 

we would find him? “Where two or three gather in my name, that’s where you’ll find me.” When 

we wade in real deep in the matters of faithfulness, hope and love, we can never do it on our 

own. We do it in the community Christ has created.  

  

Brothers and sisters, I’m glad to be a part of this old boat. Whenever I travel, I miss old S. S. 

First Church, our worship together and our work in the world. Wherever I go, I compare other 

faith communities to you. I miss plowing through the waves together and welcoming new 

passengers and hanging out with you on the Bridge. I’m glad to be in the boat with you.  

  

I just want to say, maybe it’s time for you to get out of those shark-infested waters you’re 

swimming through on your own. Maybe it’s time for you to get back in the boat. Time to grab an 

oar and recommit yourself to those who share the vessel with you. Not because anybody has 

pushed you into dangerous waters. Not because of any hope for gain. But because Christ has 

pulled you out of waters that would swallow you were you left on your own. And because he has 

invited you to join with others who have seen him on the waves.  

 


