
Walking on Water*


Not so long ago, a priest complained about how hard it is to take 
the Bible seriously.


Imagine, he said, if after the service, we went out two by two into 
the neighborhood, knocking on doors and offering to give sight to 
the blind or hearing to the deaf. 


They’d either look at us funny, slam the door or call the cops!


I’m wondering what that priest will say today when Jesus isn’t just 
asking us to do some healing — but to actually walk on water!


Yet I couldn’t help but think, isn’t it precisely the things that at 
first blush seem to be impossible that our faith calls us to try?


And if we reject or even laugh at that call, then who are we?


That’s a real question.


Who are we?


These last 300 years have seen a tremendous loss in what it means 
to be human.


In our pursuit of knowledge and science and prosperity, we’ve spent 
years rejecting our innate connection with the mysterious, the 
sacred, the ineffable.


We’ve exchanged dreams and mystery and wonder for the cheap 
substitutes of certainty and control.




We have traded the wisdom and comforts of extended families for 
tiny nuclear families that often cannot carry the weight of our 
longing for community.


We give short shrift to the wisdom of kupuna who are too often 
simply hustled off into nursing homes. 


All of which tends to create a world devoid of connection, of depth. 


So it’s no surprise that our society is beset with addiction and 
isolation and despair, because we aren’t created to live in these 
shallows — we’re created for the deep!


Today’s gospel lesson is a marvelous invitation to reclaim the depths 
of our calling.


To let go of our restricted notions of what’s “real” — to discover 
that we are all destined to walk on water — in the truest sense of 
those words.


Think of those who’ve come before us, who have indeed walked on 
water!


Think of Mahatma Gandhi, who walked on water when he 
confronted the power of the vast British Empire with active, 
persistent, stubborn non-violence.


Think of Martin Luther King, Jr, who, along with millions, walked on 
water as they all came to see that: 


“At the center of nonviolence stands the principle of love. 




The nonviolent resister comes to know that in the struggle for 
human dignity, the oppressed of the world cannot succumb to the 
temptation of becoming bitter or indulging in hate. 


To retaliate in kind does nothing but intensify hate in the universe. 


Instead, we must have sense enough and morality enough to cut the 
chain of hate. 


This only happens when the ethic of love lives within the very 
center of our lives.” Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride toward Freedom: 
The Montgomery Story, 103–104, modified.


We walk on water when we challenge the so-called logic that might 
makes right, that weapons of mass destruction are necessary, that 
the few have the right to rule over the many.


This week marks the anniversaries of the atomic bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


August 6. 


August 9. 


And with startling regularity, generations of peaceful protesters 
have broken into nuclear facilities and poured their own blood over 
these demonic weapons of mass destruction.


How’d they get there?


They walked on water!


We walk on water when we come to embrace the truth that: 




“Love is not some kind of sentimentally weak response to the evils 
of poverty, racism and war in this world. 


Love is that force which all of the great religions see as the 
supreme unifying principle of life.” MLK, Jr., modified.


Today’s gospel calls us to reclaim what it is to live deeply into that 
love, as we stretch and struggle to become fully human.  


To be fully human is to be inextricably bound up, part of, immersed 
in, the divine!


And because of our true nature and our ultimate destiny, we are all 
of us called to walk on water. 


Our faith is a call to get out of the boat, especially in the midst of 
uncertainty, and trust the firm arm of God to hold us tight even 
when chaos surrounds us.


Today, Jesus strides on the waves toward his frightened church.


The waves symbolizing chaos and death and disorder.


As Peter, perhaps for the first time, glimpses, if only for a moment, 
the astonishing power of discipleship.


If Peter hadn’t done so, he’d have missed the chance to not only 
recognize Jesus, but to be rescued by Jesus as well. 


That’s why splashing about in the safe shallows is no way to live out 
our life of faith.


Today’s gospel insists that if we want to be close to Jesus, we’ve 
got to set sail for the deep.




That the promises of faith are proved only through the risk and 
adventure that comes from trusting those promises.


By stepping into the storm, we might discover, as St. Paul so gently 
says, that indeed: 


"The Word is near you, it’s  on your lips — and in your heart."


Peter realizes that to follow Jesus with all our heart and mind and 
soul really does mean that we can all of us walk on water, if just 
for a moment.


And though he falters, he is immediately steadied by Jesus, who, 
though chiding Peter for his little faith, is surely smiling as he does 
so.


The triumph of those few moments set the stage for Peter’s 
ultimate destiny.


Years later, legend has it, in the 60’s A.D., Peter is fleeing Rome 
because of Emperor Nero’s persecution of the church.


As he flees Rome, Jesus meets Peter on the road, telling Peter now 
is the time when someone will tie that belt around you and take 
you where you’d rather not go.


Turn around. 


Go back to Rome. 


Peter does just that.


He is arrested, tortured, then crucified.




While there is much to be said for those moments in our faith when 
we feel on top of the world, when we might experience the 
wonderful highs of peace or joy or love - the rubber meets the 
road in our faith not when we are overcoming the depths, but when 
we enter into them.


These depths are everywhere around us today.


As fascism grips our nation with its racism, misogyny and patriarchy.


As lies desperately masquerade as the truth.


As greed becomes the golden god so many bow before.


Yet even in the very teeth of these depths, there is Jesus, 
reminding us, as he reminded them:


“I am.”


While our translation has Jesus telling his friends: 


“Don’t be afraid, it is I”; the literal translation is: 


“Don’t be afraid, I am.”


“I am.” 


God’s name, shared with Moses in the desert at the burning bush.


“I am” is the unutterable name of God.


In Hebrew it’s the sound of a breath, because the very air that we 
breathe is the breath of God.




And there is this.


So many of you sitting in this congregation, perhaps unknowingly, 
walk on water each and every day.


Those of you who’re caring for a spouse or elderly parent or child.


Those of you who have devoted your professional lives to caring for 
the sick, the mentally challenged, the left behind in our society.


Each and every one of you walk on water every day as you give 
selflessly to those suffering from dementia, chronic illness or 
trauma.


And let’s not forget this.


The ones receiving such care? 


They too are walking on water.


To be unable to care for oneself independently, especially when it 
comes to the most personal aspects of our day-to-day life, that too 
requires getting out of the small boat of self — and daring to walk 
on the stormy seas of dependence and vulnerability.


And wouldn’t you know it, but that’s the very place where we so 
often meet Jesus.


There, in that place of dependence and vulnerability.


“Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”


+amen





