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Walking on Water 
St. John’s, NF 

Aug. 10/14  Yr. A, Matthew 14 
 

As I mentioned last Sunday, the feeding of the 5000 with 5 loaves and 2 

fishes and the familiar story of Jesus walking on the water are the only 

two miracle stories included in all four gospels; hence, they must have 

been important for the early church. Modern Biblical scholarship is quite 

exciting as it examines the scriptures, particularly how the New 

Testament came to be written with its allusions to the OT, revealing the 

emerging faith of the Christians in the first century, their developing 

understanding of Jesus and particularly of their experience of him and of 

each other as his church in the world. Today’s Gospel story, of Jesus—

and Peter--walking on the water, so familiar to us, is a good example to 

explore, for it will illustrate how contemporary scholars analyze scripture. 

 First, we can learn through a comparison of Matthew’s version with 

Mark’s. Mark’s gospel is the oldest and Matthew wrote with Mark in front 

of him, adding to it, changing it where it suited his purposes. Both Mark 

and Matthew describe the disciples in a boat in a storm at night and they 

are distressed; they see Jesus walking on the water and he stills the 

storm. Mark’s version ends there, with the comment that the disciples 

“were utterly astounded . . . because they didn’t understand.” However, 

when Matthew copies the story from Mark, he changes the ending, 

replacing bewilderment with awestruck affirmation: “Those in the boat 

worshipped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’” The different 

endings reveal the developing understanding of Jesus as the Christ, “the 

Son of God,” as one who shares in divine power. Comparison of the two 
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gospels reveals a developing tradition and understanding in the first 

century church. 

 The second point to notice concerns the difference between a 

literal, factual reading of the passage and a metaphoric interpretation. 

Again, the changes that Matthew made from Mark’s version offer a clear 

illustration. Matthew adds the bit about Peter walking on the water, then 

sinking and being saved by Jesus, who seems to reprove him for his lack 

of faith. Now a literal reading emphasizes that this really happened. Jesus 

really walked on the sea, and so did Peter, until he became afraid and 

sank. But what does it mean to read the tale literally? Is it simply a report 

of a remarkable and unrepeatable incident? If the disciples had had their 

cell phones handy, could they have filmed the event? Does it also mean 

that you and I can literally walk on water if only we’re not afraid and have 

enough faith in Jesus? Is that the point of the story? That we too can 

walk on water? I’ve tried to do this trick for the last 60 years and I 

haven’t got it yet. It’s not humanly possible. Reading the story literally 

limits its relevance to our daily lives. 

 Reading it as metaphor, however, gives us a much different 

emphasis. It becomes a story about fear and faith. When Peter became 

afraid, he sank, and his fear is named as “little faith.” With little faith, we 

sink. But with faith, we stay afloat, even in the midst of darkness, storm 

and peril. As with any good story, the metaphorical meanings cannot be 

reduced to just one. There are many possibilities: 

 --without Jesus, you don’t get anywhere 

 --without Jesus, you’re at sea and in the dark 

 --Jesus takes away fear 

 --Jesus comes to you in your distress 
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 --Jesus stills storms 

 --Finally, following Jesus may land you in difficult situations: after 

all, Jesus told the disciples to get in the boat and row across the lake. 

They were doing what Jesus told them to do, but they got into stormy 

waters nevertheless. There are many more metaphoric meanings to this 

story, which you can consider at your leisure. As John Dominic Crossan 

says, Jesus told parables and the early Christians told parables about 

Jesus. Parables must be read metaphorically to apply the spiritual lessons 

to our daily living. 

 The third and final point about understanding scripture today 

concerns the historical metaphorical references. In other words, additional 

meaning can be added to the interpretations I’ve suggested, if we 

educate ourselves in the specific historical association, for example, of 

sea imagery in the OT. The sea in the OT was a mysterious and 

threatening force opposed to God. Thus, when the ancient Hebrews 

wanted to stress God’s power and authority, they spoke of God’s mastery 

over the sea. The authors of the book of Psalms exclaimed, “You rule the 

raging of the sea; when its waves rise, you still them.” In the book of Job, 

the voice from the whirlwind declares that it was God who “shut in the 

sea with doors” and said to it, “Thus far you shall come, and no farther, 

and here shall your proud waves be stopped.” In fact, the plight of the 

disciples in today’s gospel reading echoes a psalm that may have been 

the model for the story: Psalm 107, which we read together this morning: 

 The stormy wind lifted up the waves of the sea. 

 They mounted up to heaven, they went down to the depths. 

 The courage of those in the boat melted away in their calamity; 

 They reeled and staggered and were at their wits’ end. 
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 Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble 

 And God brought them out of their distress; 

 God made the storm be still,  

 And the waves of the sea were hushed. 

 Then they were glad because they had quiet, 

 And God brought them to their desired haven. 

Being aware of the historical and Biblical associations of the imagery, we 

see that the gospel story’s portrait of Jesus walking on the water and 

calming the waves makes the claim that Jesus participates in the power 

and authority of God: that which was said about God in the OT is now 

imagined in this parable about Jesus in the NT. And finally, the disciples of 

Jesus in the gospels were sometimes a symbol for the Christian 

community as a whole and a boat was an early Christian symbol for the 

church. Hence, the story is also about the relationship between Jesus and 

his church. The story witnesses to what Jesus had become in the life of 

the early Christian communities: one with God. 

 As we tell our story and read the Bible stories, we must do so in a 

new and fresh way. Whether we read them literally or metaphorically, we 

are always left with the question, what do they mean? Modern scholars 

like Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan help us to understand them as 

literary narratives, written with literary and historical allusions. To study 

them anew opens their meaning to a deeper understanding of faith and 

life, makes them even more relevant to us as we hoist sail and journey 

where the winds of God direct us. 


