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“Go on ahead and I’ll catch up with you in a little while.” How often do we say that to one 

another? Perhaps you’re out for a stroll with someone who is walking a little faster and you say, 

“Go on ahead and I’ll catch up with you in a little while,” as you pause to take in a particular 

sight. Or maybe you’re travelling somewhere and you’re the one who has to stop to eat when no 

one else is hungry, so you say, “Go on ahead and I’ll catch up with you in a little while.” 

 

In our home, I could be busy reading an article and Dawn will be ready to get going for the day.  

I’ll say, “Go on ahead and I’ll catch up with you in a little while.” Can anyone tell me just how 

long is “a little while”? It depends who is speaking and what he or she is doing at the present 

moment, doesn’t it? 

 

Today in our gospel lesson, Jesus tells his disciples to get in the boat and go on ahead of him to 

the other side of the Sea of Galilee. How long will that be? Just before our passage today, Jesus 

learned that Herod had John the Baptist beheaded. Then Jesus went off to be by himself for a 

moment. In no time, however, 5,000 people followed him (not including women and children).  

So he spent his day ministering to those who had gathered around him on the hillside. When the 

day had drawn to a close, no one had eaten. So his disciples gathered up five loaves of bread and 

two fish in order to feed a crowd of over 5,000 people. By the end of the meal, there were twelve 

baskets of leftover bread. He began the day seeking a quiet moment, but found himself feeding 

the crowds spiritually and physically. 

 

That day, Jesus never managed to get away from the crowds to process his own grief 

surrounding his cousin’s violent death. Following the feeding of the multitudes, Jesus sends his 

disciples off to the other side of the sea while he disperses the crowds. He basically tells the 

disciples, “You go on ahead, and I’ll catch up with you after a little while.” After a long day 

filled with 5,000 plus people, he treks up the mountain to pray—alone. 

 

You see, friends, even Jesus had some introverted moments. In the face of loss and tragedy, after 

spending the last bit of his energy on a large crowd, Jesus may have needed to get away for a 

little while. 
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But just how long is “a little while”? Matthew tells us that the evening came and the boat was 

tossed about by the waves. It’s interesting that this doesn’t seem to bother the disciples. There is 

the story of the time when the waves get too rough in the storm-tossed sea. The disciples fear for 

their lives while Jesus is asleep in the boat. Today’s lesson, however, is not that story. This time, 

they have each other, but Jesus is nowhere around. 

 

In fact, evening passes into the night. Soon night becomes early morning as the boat is pushed 

farther out by the wind and waves. In the early hours of the morning, Jesus starts walking on the 

water to get to the disciples. Remember, Jesus said, “Get in the boat and go on ahead to the other 

side of the lake,” as if to say, “I’ll catch up with you later.” Later is the next morning now as 

Jesus walks on water to get to them. It’s probably been a little while longer than they had 

anticipated. When they see Jesus, they become afraid. The storms through the night didn’t seem 

to faze them too much, at least not in Matthew’s account. Jesus walking on water, however, was 

too much for their tired eyes. They thought they were looking at a ghost. 

 

One commentary points out that in Jesus’ day, people believed that only gods could walk on 

water. To walk on water was to have command over the seas. One must be God to do this. Jesus 

is doing what only God can do as he walks out over the waters to join the disciples.1 Was this a 

ghost or God? Either way, they know they are in trouble to see someone walking on the waters.  

So they begin to panic. 

 

Jesus tries to calm this group of fearful disciples as he shouts out, “Hey, guys! Don’t worry! It’s 

just me!” 

 

The disciples aren’t so sure. In fact, Peter calls back, “If it’s really you out there, command me to 

come out to you.” 

 

Jesus says, “Come.” Peter gets out of the boat and begins to walk on the water. Matthew tells us 

that when he realized the strong wind, Peter becomes frightened and begins to drown in the seas.  

So he shouts out, “Lord, save me!” 

 

Jesus walks over to Peter on the water and pulls him up to the top again, saying, “You of little 

faith, why did you doubt?” Together they walk on to the boat and the winds calm once more. 

 

You know, we often read this story and hear how Peter took his eyes off of Jesus and focused on 

the wind and the waves. How often have we heard, “The moral (or lesson) of the story is keep 

your eyes on Jesus and you can walk on water.” Poor Peter gets a bad reputation for failing to 

keep his eyes fixated on Jesus. I wonder if that was really the problem for Peter or the disciples 

that day out on the lake in their boat. 

 

I wonder if the real struggle for the disciples began the moment that Jesus said, “You guys go on 

ahead to the other side.” When would Jesus join them? How long would they be separated from 

the one who could pray over five loaves of bread and two fish, feed over 5,000 people with it, 

and collect twelve baskets of leftovers? What might happen to Jesus as they journeyed to the 

other side of the Sea of Galilee? Would he rejoin them or leave them by themselves? 
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Could it be that their biggest fear at sea was that Jesus might not be there when they needed him 

most? When Jesus said, “Hey, go on over to the other side,” would he leave them to face their 

futures, alone? Could it be possible that what they feared the most was being abandoned by the 

one who sent them off on their own in first place? 

 

Jesus sent them out on the boat alone to go to the other side of the lake. That probably wasn’t 

such a big deal for a group that consisted of several experienced fishermen. Crossing the lake 

was what they had done on a daily basis. 

 

That night, after dispersing the crowds, Jesus went up the mountain to pray, but I wonder if they 

thought about where he might be as the waves tossed them about that night. I wonder if their 

biggest concern was not the possibility of a ghost or God walking on water to them, but rather 

that Jesus had left them to face the fears of life and the journey across the sea, ALONE. 

 

I’ll never forget the time that Dawn and I went on a Caribbean cruise with some friends and 

family. One of our stops was the cruise company’s private island. At the time, I didn’t realize 

that “private island” means that there isn’t a big port for the ship, so you’ll have to take a tender 

to get to shore. That was fine. We had taken a tender to get to our destination in the past. 

 

While we were on land that day, however, the seas began to get a little rough. When it came time 

to get back to the ship, the tender was tossed about by the waves all the way to the ship. When 

we arrived at the ship, the crew put down the gangplank. Before long, they had to pull it back up 

because the waves were causing our tender to rock too high and we were scraping all up and 

down the side of the ship. 

 

Soon people began to panic as they realized their relatives were on the ship while they were on 

the tender. Then it got really crazy as people began to jump from the tender to the ship. I 

watched as the tender repeatedly slammed into the side of the ship. I just knew someone would 

eventually get pinned between the two and crushed. 

 

Thankfully, the crew took charge quickly and stopped people from jumping between the two.  

After some maneuvering of our ship and another ship that day, everyone eventually got back on 

board. On the ship, I realized how much the fear of being alone or left behind had controlled 

people that day. 

 

Can you relate, friends? Is it the storm that gives us the most fear? Is it a few high waves that 

give us cause for concern? Or is it the fact that we might be left to handle it all on our own? Is 

our biggest fear that God will abandon us to cross the sea alone? 

 

What about in the Church? Do we ever feel like God is leading us in a particular direction, but 

are unsure if God will abandon us along the way? As we seek to gather, nurture, and equip 

disciples of Jesus Christ for mission and ministry in the world, as well as to envision who God is 

calling us to be in this time and place, what will happen if we steer the boat out into the deep 

waters and the waves get a little high at times? Will Jesus abandon us when he’s sent us out 

across the seas of the world? 
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This weekend, I can’t help but to think about what role fear plays in our world and even our own 

land. Is it fear that seems to move leaders to take steps towards war? What fears lie behind the 

hate that moves people to violence rather than seeking to understand others who are different? 

 

Has God abandoned us in the waters of life when we see the violence and evil that springs forth 

from hate in Charlottesville, Virginia? Where is Jesus as North Korea and the United States 

increasingly threaten military action against one another? 

 

Have you ever wondered where God is in this sea of life in which you are sailing? Have you ever 

felt alone as if God is not with you or with us in the boat? Perhaps we are not too far from the 

experience of the disciples. 

 

Notice, however, that Jesus didn’t abandon his disciples. No, when they felt the most vulnerable, 

he walked out on water to meet them at perhaps the perfect time. When they felt alone, his 

presence on the water was a powerful reminder that they were never alone; that they were never 

far from the presence of the one who would later promise to be with them always. 

 

In the boat, as the waves tossed them around, their fear of a ghost or perhaps even a god was 

based in their fear of being left alone. In that fear, Peter calls out for proof when he hears Jesus’ 

voice on the water. “Command me to come to you,” says Peter. Peter’s and the disciples’ lack of 

faith may not have been that he focused on the waves as he walked on the water, but rather that 

he and the disciples struggled to believe that the one who had fed 5,000 plus people with five 

loaves and two fish, the one who had called them each by name, the one called “Jesus” (meaning 

“The Lord saves”), would not abandon them to the journey of life, the rough seas, the uncertainty 

of their destination, or their fear. Jesus would be with them through all the seas of life. When he 

sent them ahead of him, he still would join them on the journey, even walking on water to be 

with them. 

 

That, my friends, is the good news that we celebrate in the uncertainties of life’s journey. Jesus is 

with us on the journey of life. Jesus comes to us on the water even when he’s sent us ahead to the 

other side. Jesus doesn’t leave us to face the journey alone. 

 

Perhaps we’ve judged Peter too harshly over the years. After all, he was the only one willing to 

get out of the boat. Do you know what kind of faith it took for him to trust the voice that he 

heard that day and step out over the side of the boat? Sure, Peter may have been afraid that they 

were abandoned to the seas alone. So were all the other disciples, but Peter put his faith in action 

as he stepped over the side of the boat. And his faith didn’t stop there. When he began to sink, he 

knew that he could call out to the one who had walked on water to be with him. So he shouted, 

“Lord, save me.” In that moment, Jesus was there to save him from the deep waters. 

 

I wish I could tell you how to walk on water this morning. I wish I had the secret for you. I only 

felt the safest walking on water in January and February in the Upper Peninsula. 

 

On the other hand, perhaps to walk on water, one must be more like Peter. It seems to me that we 

can’t walk on water if we’re too afraid to get out of the boat; if we’re too afraid that God has 

abandoned us to the seas; if we’re too afraid that Jesus is not with us. Fear keeps us in the boat.  



5 

 

Faith may see us sinking outside the boat for a moment. We need not fear, though, for Jesus is 

there beside us, outside the boat. 

 

It seems to me that there’s only one clear way to find out if we can walk on water: we must step 

out of the boat. Lord, save us! 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 Boring, M. Eugene. The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. viii.  Ed. Leander E. Keck, et al. (Nashville: Abingdon P, 

1995), 328. 

 


