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August 13 – Pentecost +10 

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+37%3A1-4%2C+12-

28&version=NRSV  

Matthew 14:22-33 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+14:22-33  

Our gospel reading takes place immediately following the account of Jesus and His 

disciples feeding the 5000. After the crowds have had their fill of food, Jesus makes his disciples 

get into boats and leave, dismisses the crowds, and then Jesus Himself withdraws to spend time 

on the mountain to pray. He still hasn’t had time to mourn the death of His cousin, John the 

Baptist, and like any of us, Jesus needed some time to get reconnected with the Father. It doesn’t 

say how long Jesus was on the mountain but it seems that He spent at least a few hours in 

solitude as it is early morning when Jesus goes to meet the disciples on the sea.  

Now in contrast to peaceful privacy, the disciples are in a much different situation. Far 

from the land, their boat is being battered by waves, with the wind against them. We can’t tell if 

the stormy weather was forecasted or if it just came out of nowhere as was – and is – likely to 

happen.  

One scholar, on recounting her trip to Israel, said that on the last morning of her trip, the 

winds started up; trees bending from the force, lawn chairs scattered on the shore, and whitecaps 

on the sea. Suddenly, it seemed as though there she was, in the boat with the disciples. So this is 

what it would have been like? The guide, Johnny, said wind storms like this were sudden and 

frequent, a characteristic feature of the weather pattern for that region.1  

Remember some of the disciples were originally fishermen so they would have been used 

to being on boats in stormy weather. So maybe some of the disciples are panicking more than 

others, or just hoping the storm will end as quickly as it began, when suddenly they see a figure 

walking towards them…and they think it’s a ghost! And it says that they cried out in fear. Jesus 

responds right away “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” Personally I would have liked to have 

had a little fun with the disciples, you know, drag it out a bit before revealing that they didn’t 

have to worry, but Jesus was kind to them and didn’t prolong their fears.  

But it is precisely in the midst of the uneasiness, in the presence of fear, that Jesus is 

really made known to them. Have you noticed that it’s often, not always, but often in the most 

challenging times of life that we sense God’s presence most clearly? I’m not saying it should be 

this way. Or that God only appears when we most need God. But I think that there’s something 

about significant challenges and trials that clarify our priorities and cut through the distractions 

of everyday life so that we can see God more clearly.2 – (when individuals shared their faith 

stories last month, did you notice that each story included particularly trying times?) 

Jesus says, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” Maybe some of the disciples are 

thinking, phew, we were getting really worried. Or Jesus is here just in the nick of time. But 

Peter wants proof that it really is Jesus. Not Thomas, but Peter. Maybe some of the disciples are 
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rolling their eyes, oh boy, here we go again….Peter wants to be special.  “Lord, if it is you, 

command me to come to you on the water.”  Jesus complies and says, “Come.” So Peter gets out 

of the boat, and starts walking on the water, coming toward Jesus. Maybe the disciples aren’t 

rolling their eyes anymore, they’re fixated on Peter…he’s actually walking on water!   

But when Peter noticed the strong wind, he gets frightened, he falters, and begins to 

sink…he cries out “Lord, save me!” And again Jesus immediately responds…He reaches out his 

hand and catches him, “Peter, you were doing so well, why did you doubt?” There’s no reply. 

Jesus and Peter get in the boat and it’s at this moment that the disciples see Jesus in a different 

light as if for the first time, confessing, “Truly you are the Son of God.”3 

They’re response is warranted. Nobody walks on water. But nobody feeds thousands of 

people either with just a few loaves of bread and two fish either. I wonder what it was that made 

the disciples think or feel differently. Jesus had just fed thousands upon thousands of helpless 

people, revealing both divine power and divine compassion; and yet it’s here, at this moment of 

vulnerability that the disciples perceive most clearly who Jesus is.4 

I think part of this passage reveals something deeply true about the disciples and probably 

for humanity as well – that we often overlook God’s presence in the peaceful and pleasant times 

of life but call out to God when things take a different turn.5  

We may forget just how much we depend on God until tragedy strikes, or some kind of 

crisis, and suddenly our need for God becomes painfully clear.6 This applies as much for us who 

gather regularly to worship, as it does for those who are less regular, and maybe even applies for 

some people who don’t attend a service at all.  

But somewhere along the line in life, perhaps more than once, something happens and we 

can’t find comfort or answers in possessions or vices. Material things can’t respond meaningfully 

when we cry out in fear or desperation, only God can. And something that is truly wonderful, 

and telling about God…is that He responds. No matter what it is that reminds us of our need for 

God, - a tragedy, a crisis, an unexpected emergency - God still responds. Just as Jesus reassures 

the disciples and reaches out to grab hold of Peter, so too God responds to us with compassion 

and support.7  

And I won’t sugar-coat things and say God gives us whatever we want whenever we 

want…sometimes we cannot make sense of how God is at work in our lives. Just briefly I’ll 

mention that the end result for Joseph, many years after the story we read takes place, is that 

what his brothers meant for evil God used for good. I’m sure many times Joseph asked where 

God was, I’m sure he must have cried out when he was in prison, wondering what he had done to 

deserve such treatment. God was with Joseph, and there was no way that Joseph would have 

imagined that he would become the second-most powerful man in mighty Egypt, wielding more 

control and influence than anyone else with the exception of pharaoh. Did God respond to 
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Joseph? Absolutely. Was it in the time or fashion that Joseph expected? Absolutely not, but God 

responded, and continues to respond.  

The last point I’ll make before we conclude is that God not only responds to our need, but 

actually wants us to live courageously. When we look at Jesus’ response to the disciples, He 

urges them to first “take heart”; second, He reveals His identity and presence with them when 

Jesus says “It is I.” The ‘I AM’ is here, God incarnate. Take heart, I am here…..” and lastly do 

not be afraid.” Jesus encourages the disciples to leave fear behind.8 Take heart, it is I; do not be 

afraid 

And I think this three-fold statement is something for us to remember today. “Take heart, it is 

I; do not be afraid.” “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” These words might bring comfort but 

they aren’t meant just to make the comfortable life more comfortable, but rather to remind us 

that when we are taking risks, when we’ve left the safety of the shore to venture out on the 

water, that God is present with us and we have nothing to be afraid of.  “Take heart, it is I; do not 

be afraid.” 

And I think this is still God’s desire for us. God desires that we trust that God is with us 

and we should live courageously and with hope, taking chances. Maybe we should commend 

Peter for getting out of the boat (regardless of his level of faith) for taking a risk and for not 

being afraid to sink. We should be willing to take risks when seeking the welfare of the 

individuals and community around us, knowing that even when we overlook God’s presence, 

God is always there, sometimes to encourage us to overcome our fears, sometimes sending us 

out, and always reaching out to grab hold of us in forgiveness, mercy, and grace.9  

God is with us in the difficult parts of our lives, responding to our fears and cries for help 

with the promise of God’s presence and comfort. But we might also go one step further and 

imagine the hopes and dreams God has for us – both as individuals and as a community of faith – 

that God is encouraging us to enter into or cross rough waters and even to step out of the boat in 

faith, trusting that God is there to grab hold of us in need.10 

God is eager to respond to our deepest needs – both at individual, personal levels, and 

also on a communal level as a church. God invites us, perhaps even encourages us, to more risks 

in our lives of faith. God wants more for us than simply safety and stability, which is often all 

we’re looking for. Maybe God is urging us to get in the boats and venture off the safety of the 

sure ground to try to charter unfamiliar waters. Because it’s when we leave our comfort zones 

that God stretches us, helps us grow, and we live into the abundant life God has promised us.11 

“Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” May we take heart to live our faiths boldly, taking 

risks, not being afraid of change or something different because we know that God is with us. 
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