
SAILING 
 

Matthew 14:22-33 
 

 In continuing to consider immigration policy as it is expressed at the border 

between San Diego and Tijuana, it becomes clear that because the land boundaries have 

been strengthened, not only with tall fences and the presence of border officers but also 

with surveillance technology, other avenues of migration are in place.  More 

mountainous regions of the borders are now the desired land entry points where rugged 

terrain offers more pathways and discovery is more difficult.  The sea is still an 

available route for making one’s way into other lands.  From Tijuana, small boats sail 

directly west, often beyond the channel islands and into the open sea.  After sailing 

north, these boats turn toward land, utilizing beaches and makeshift ports ever farther 

north from the border.  It is the case that such landfalls are now nearing the San 

Francisco area after having been tracked up the coast. 

 As is the case with many who travel by sea in such small crafts, many cannot 

swim and should such a boat be accosted by the Coast Guard, the cargo can be easily 

thrown into the ocean with little residual effect for the owners and pilots of such crafts  

Human life loses its value after the passage has been paid and the boat is adrift on the 

sea. 

 If we do sail, it is mostly for recreation and exercise.  Boats may be effective in 

shipping cargo and maintaining floating resources for quick responses, but few utilize 

such boats for personal transportation.  We are not sea sailors, preferring instead quicker 

air travel. 

 But in the time of Jesus, sailing was both an economic and transportation choice.  

The Sea of Galilee became the center of life for the many towns and villages that lined 

its coasts.  Jesus chooses some of his disciples from the many who fish the waters of the 

sea, thowing nets over the gunwales of the boat, hoping to trap fish for food and 

livelihood.  Additionally, traveling six miles across the Sea from shore to shore was far 

faster than the land route which would require several hours as one walked along the 

coast.  Sailors understood well that crossing the Sea did have its threats as winds might 

sweep down from the hills and roil the water.   

 Jesus sends his disciples out on the sea though they quickly find that not only is 

the wind against them, it is of such ferocity as to cause great fear.  Holding fast, they 

may begin to suspect that they would not survive.  Suddenly seeing Jesus walking 

across the sea toward them only magnified their fears for it could only be a ghost that 

was approaching them.  As he passes by, brave or unthinking Peter seeks to join Jesus 

and Jesus invites him to do so.  But as soon as Peter realizes that what he is attempting 

to do violates all the laws of nature, laws he knows well, his flounders and cries out for 

rescue.  As Peter is held close, the disciples interpret his actions as representing the 
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 Within the story, there are invitations to trust and experiences of doubt, both 

taken together build faith in the disciples.  The two responses taken together express the 

necessary of discipleship for all who decide to follow Jesus.  We shall trust, we will 

doubt and Jesus will be present in both instances.  Within the trusting response, seeds of 

doubt can be found.  And within the torment of doubt, trust can take root and begin to 

grow.   

 As this particular incident unfolds, both trust and doubt are illustrated.  In the 

beginning, and after dismissing the crowds to their villages and the disciples to a boat, 

Jesus goes up into the mountains to pray.  He does so because he trusts in God who will 

be present to him in prayer.  Further, he expects that both the now well-fed crowds and 

the well-taught disciples will survive and thrive without him, at least for a time.  As he 

separates himself from them, Jesus testifies to the belief that it is not he who saves them 

but it is God.  God will continue to so love the world even if Jesus is not present in the 

form that crowds and disciples have come to know him.  He does not doubt this. 

 Trust for the disciples, on the other hand, is still a fragile, tenuous relationship.      

Though at least some of these followers are well-acquainted with all the possibilities of 

sailing the Sea of Galilee---Simon and Andrew, James and John, the fishermen, to name 

them---others are surprised, then threatened, then fearful when the winds arise and drive 

them far from shore.  In such a state, they quickly perceive the approaching Christ to be 

a ‘ghost’, a conclusion that succeeds only in raising their anxiety.  The gospel reports 

that they were “terrified”, a description that is used frequently for the disciples, 

especially as they come to an empty tomb and began to embrace resurrection.  

 Simon, who is suddenly called by his new name ‘Peter’ takes up his leadership 

role among the disciples and expresses his trust in the present Christ.  Just as Jesus has 

“made” them get into the boat and cross the sea, so Peter suggests that he can trust the 

word of Jesus even further.  Thus he requests that Jesus call him to join him on the 

waters of the sea, a test that Jesus counters with the simple command, “Come.”  Such 

trust makes it possible for Peter to do what Christ is doing, at least for awhile, until his 

fear of the strong wind grows and his belief in Jesus fails Peter and he falls beneath the 

surface.  This will be the case throughout his life: when Peter trusts he can follow, but 

when he doubts, he will fail---or at least deny. The whole matter is summarized by the 

statement of Jesus as he reaches out to rescue: “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  

 Children of the enlightenment who wish to explain how this whole matter 

occurred can be entertained by current humor focused on this story.  In one telling, three 

are in a boat on the sea, sailing along easily with no great wind to threaten them.  One of 

them is easily recognized to be Jesus, the other two can be of any choosing of the 

storyteller.  Jesus decides to walk to the shore of the sea and thus he steps over the 

gunwale of the boat and calmly makes his way to the beach.  The second of the three, 

follows quickly, walking serenely across the surface of the water, joining Jesus at the 

shoreline.  They both beckon the third to join them.  Having noted the ease with which 

the first two walk across to the land, the third sailor steps over the side of the boat, 
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releases his hand on the boat and immediately falls beneath the surface as though he 

were a large, heavy stone.  He splashes to the surface, sputtering water and thrashing 

about, finally grasping a rope trailing from the boat and pulls himself back into the 

safety of the craft.  The two on the shore continue to encourage him to come and so he 

summons his courage, steps out of the boat and releases himself to the sea.  Again, he 

immediately disappears beneath the waters and only through great effort makes his way 

back to the surface, obviously fearing that he will drown. Catching the rope again, he 

clambers back into the boat.  Again, the two on the shore, both smiling a bit, wave to 

him to come and join them.  But the waterlogged friend remains resolute, now insisting 

that it will be the boat that will bring him safely to land.  The friend turns to Jesus, 

smiles, winks, and suggests: “Do you think we ought to tell him about the rocks?” to 

which Jesus replies, “What rocks?” 

 This particular comic take on Matthew’s version story suddenly propels us out of 

our scientific smugness and back into the dilemma that faces Peter: What is the balance 

of trust and doubt in his life?   Shaking off our wish to explain away the facts of the 

story, we may find ourselves to be more like Peter than we would want to admit.  Is our 

faith a mixture of believing and doubting?  Further, what might be the function of doubt 

in the face of growing faith.  The rescue of Jesus and the calming of the storm seem to 

cause the disciples, perhaps led by Peter, to declare Jesus to be “Amen, the Son of God” 

and as was the case earlier with the star-gazing magi, to fall down and worship him.  For 

the moment, believing seems to overwhelm their doubt although it will not erase this 

irritation entirely.  Doubt will arise again as they continue following, especially as they 

come to the cross.  

 Rather than conclude doubt to be a threat to faith, might the story suggest that 

such wondering might more build the very faith we seek?  Could we see doubt to be a 

sign that we are at the frontier of greater faith rather than at the end of any believing?  

Over the ages, doubt has created numerous experiences, most of which have resulted in 

a greater sense of the comforting presence of God and the leading of the Risen Christ.  

Peter’s doubt causes him to begin to drown, but it also makes him available to the take 

the hand of Christ offered to him.  For Peter, this is not the hand of a “ghost” which will 

be of no value to him but it is the hand of the living Christ who will save him from these 

waters.  The experiential teaching of the story must be that God is faithful in spite of 

and in the midst of our doubt.  This we can believe. 

 One of the motifs symbolizing the church is a boat with open sail reminding us 

that we sail upon the seas of life with all the threats and joys that are offered in such 

sailing.  The builders of this sanctuary decided to illustrate this ancient truth in the 

pulpit, suggesting that the word as it is preached will sustain our little boats amidst the 

water and waves and winds of life.  The prow of the boat slices through the waters, 

aiming toward a distant shore while the sail is filled with the wind of the spirit of God.  

Together the church is given both power and direction, not by the preacher but by God.   

 The image of the church as sailing upon the waters of life has been taken up by  
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the movement that has spawned conversation and consultation among the various 

expressions of Christian faith.  The passengers on the boat have come to include those 

divided by various loyalties: Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants of all kinds including 

Methodists.  Perhaps because we all sail the same boat, one that sometimes seems to be 

threatened by the surging waves of modern society, we may have decided that our faith 

can be greater than our doubts, although differences will persist and may be a source of 

greater vitality than we now imagine.  Representatives of these sailing populations have 

recently gathered and concluded that such divisions are not as deep and abiding as first 

thought.  There is increasing agreement that both Luther and Rome were faithful, but 

only together.  Faith is a result of God’s grace and it results in activity that is 

compassionate and just, righteous and loving.  It is this active believing built on trust 

that will draw us forward with energy, enthusiasm, vision, and hope.   

 Marcus Borg writes of insight gained from Soren Kierkegaard who perceived 

faith to be floating in seventy fathoms of water.  Borg interprets this metaphor is this 

way: If you struggle, if you tense up and thrash about, you will eventually sink.  But if 

you relax and trust, you will float.  It’s like Matthew’s story of Peter walking on the 

water with Jesus—when be began to be afraid, he began to sink. 

 Borg continues with an illustration brought forth in an adult class.  ‘”How many 

of you have taught a small child to swim?”’ asked one.  Those who had remembered 

that the biggest hurdle “was getting the child to relax in the water.  Their consistent 

refrain was, ‘It’s okay, just relax.  You’ll float, it’s okay.’  Faith…is trusting in the 

buoyancy of God.  Faith is trusting in the sea of being in which we live and move and 

have our being.” [Borg, Marcus, The Heart of Christianity, p. 31]   

 The old hymn begins: “Jesus call us o’er the tumult of the our lives wild restless 

sea; day be day his sweet voice soundeth, saying ‘Christian, follow me.”  It is gracious 

faith that makes it possible to step out of the boat, even the ship of the church, into the 

sea of life with confidence and trust…and doubt.  It is this gracious faith that may call 

us to ponder what it will mean to be compassionate and just, even toward the immigrant, 

especially toward all who seek a new home in the world.  And the Spirit will give us the 

power to follow.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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