
I. The Trouble with Christ

I don’t mean to second guess 
Jesus. I’m just a paltry preacher 
and he is the messiah and lord of 
all creation, but maybe he should 
have let Peter fall. If only he had 
let him slip into the water and be 
submerged for a second into those 
cold waters. Perhaps, he would 
have remembered his baptism. He 
would have remembered being 
saved through water before. He 
would have remembered whose 
hand had pulled him out before. 
And maybe he would have 
remembered that he should expect 
the wind. He should expect the 
turmoil, the fear. So instead of 
coming back to the boat with 
disciples slapping him on the back 
saying, “You almost did it.” And he 
replying, “Yeah, if only there hadn’t 
been any wind.” There’s always 
wind. There’s always trouble 
beyond which we can control. 
There is always resistance to the 
good news. We should expect 
trouble with Christ. 

If only there were no wind then 
Peter would have walked on water. 
If only they had not set out in the 

boat then they would be safe on 
the shore with Jesus. If only we 
would set these words aside. If 
only may be the 2 most disastrous 
words in our language. Let’s set 
aside our prerequisites for faith 
and have confidence in the God 
who has led us thus far. Our story 
today illustrates a great truth of our 
faith: the one who put us in the 
boat is the one who pulls us out of 
the water. 

There’s a tradition in the Greek 
Orthodox Church that when a child 
is baptized, and by child I mean an 
infant because they practice infant 
baptism in the Eastern Church, 
after the baptism is performed, the 
minister or priest or bishop takes 
the large cross that hangs around 
his neck and forcefully strikes the 
little child on the chest. The idea is 
to hit the child hard enough to 
leave a mark and have the child 
scream. This sounds terrible; 
maybe even abusive. We usually 
give the newly baptized a candle to 
remember the day and maybe 
celebrate with cookies. See the 
difference here? For the Greek 
Orthodox baptism the child is 
baptized into a faith that must learn 
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to bear the cross. It’s been said, 
“The cross is a sign not of ease or 
of victory or of prosperity or of 
success, but of sorrow, suffering, 
pain, and death; and by it those 
things are overcome.”  And if we 1

are truly carrying the cross then we 
should expect the wind to blow, the 
resistance to gather, and we 
should expect every now and then 
our stomachs to tighten into knots.

We would rather remain on the 
shore where we are safe and fed. 
Jesus puts us in the boat to be 
sent out, but we don’t go alone. 
This story today is one of several 
sea crossing stories as Jesus 
moves back and forth from place 
to place. These crossings – these 
moments on the water – become 
critical, defining moments for the 
disciples, where they have the 
chance to demonstrate their faith. 
Instead they demonstrate that they 
long for the shore with all of its 
stability. 

II. The One who tramples the 
Waves.

Remember: last week we read the 
story of Jesus getting in a boat and 
heading out to pray and be alone. 
But, a crowd finds him and he 
ends up feeding the multitudes 

with the 5 loaves and 2 fish. Now, 
Jesus puts the disciples into the 
boat and sends them on ahead as 
he dismisses the crowds. Then 
Jesus goes up a mountain to pray 
by himself. We often hear this in 
the bible— people going up a 
mountain to pray— usually they’re 
going up mount Sinai where 
Moses encountered God. Where 
Elijah heard that still small voice 
like a silent whisper. Now, Jesus is 
on the mountain praying. And early 
in the morning he came to the 
disciples walking on the sea. The 
boat had been battered by the 
waves all night. And isn’t it 
interesting that it seems from the 
story that the disciples are not 
afraid of the storm. Many were 
fisherman, used to the water. They 
weren’t afraid of the storm they 
were afraid of Jesus. It’s his 
appearance walking on water that 
evokes this gripping fear. Is he a 
ghost? 

In the minds of these ancient Jews 
from the first century and even 
long before that, water represented 
much more than just a physical 
phenomenon of life on earth. It has 
this great power of supporting life 
and threatening life, as well. The 
great theologian Karl Barth talked 
about the importance of water in 
the first story of creation in the 
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bible. Water is “the principle which, 
in its abundance and power is 
absolutely opposed to God’s 
creation… it is a representative of 
all the evil powers which oppress 
and resist the salvation intended 
for [God’s people].”  Think about 2

the role of water in the Old 
Testament. God’s Spirit hovers 
over it in the beginning. God peels 
back the waters to bring forth dry 
land. God separates the waters 
above and below. Later on in the 
story, God separates the waters of 
the sea to free the Israelites from 
slavery in Egypt. Job says the God 
of Israel tramples on the waves 
and walks in the recesses of the 
deep. So when Jesus begins to do 
the same the disciples are 
beginning to realize for the first 
time who he is… in him is the One 
who tramples on the waves. And 
so they’re afraid. 

But, Jesus calls out to them and 
says, “It is I”. But, once again a 
whole story (all of scripture) is 
implied in this calming reply. Jesus 
says, “ego eimi” which is a Greek 
phrase which is the same phrase 
used in the Greek Old Testament 
when the Hebrew name of God is 
revealed to Moses at the burning 
bush. Jesus says, “I am” is here. 
Do not be afraid. 

Are we afraid of Jesus? Maybe we 
should be. At least, the Jesus of 
the bible. The Jesus of the bible 
puts us in boats and sends us out 
onto the waters. He calls us out to 
walk with him. That’s exactly what 
Peter tried to do. He gets out 
there. Is it you, Lord? If it is then 
call me out there. Once Peter 
notices himself on the water he 
begins to reflect upon the situation. 
His reason betrays him. There’s no 
good reason for him to be out 
there. Why is he doing this? What 
good could come from walking on 
water? He should never have 
gotten in the boat. He should have 
stayed on the shore. Water is 
dangerous. He panics. And he 
begins to sink. If only I had never 
left the boat. 

We always think of trouble as the 
exception. If only things were like 
they used to be, then we could 
really be faithful. “If only” we had 
more money. “If only” we had a 
better job. “If only” this disease. “If 
only” we had done things 
differently. If only we had another 
chance. How often in church do we 
let “If onlys" drag us down into the 
waters of discouragement? If only 
we had more people. If only more 
people would give to the budget. If 
only we had 1 more SS teacher. If 
only we had a good preacher. If 
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only… Every generation of 
disciples from Peter to Paul, to 
Martin Luther to Roger Williams to 
Martin Luther King Jr. to you and 
me, we are called out on to the 
waters to face the winds and walk. 
Every generation answers the 
struggles of their times. Some 
make excuses for it and others do 
the hard work of being a witness to 
the God of mercy, the God of 
Jesus Christ who tramples the 
waves. 

The trouble with Christ is that he 
asks us to take up our cross. And 
while there is good news that this 
cross is the means by which death 
is defeated and the world 
transformed. This is no easy way. 
This is why when troubles come to 
the door of our church or into our 
lives we should not be surprised. It 
doesn’t mean we weren’t faithful 
enough or spiritual enough. It 
means we are alive. The difference 
between a healthy church and an 
unhealthy church is what the 
church members think about the 
church. Do they recognize the 
winds— that conditions aren’t 
going to be perfect— yet, not worry 
that these winds will lead to its 
demise? Or do they let the winds 
sink them? The difference is 
confidence.

The Methodist Bishop Will 
Willimon says, “Jesus doesn't 
simply call us over the tumult. 
Jesus doesn't call us out of the 
tumult. No, in today's Gospel, 
Jesus calls Peter into the tumult.”

The late Donald Coggan, former 
Archbishop of Canterbury was 
traveling by train through the 
English countryside, when a young 
Anglican seminarian noticed him 
across the aisle. The young 
student was thrilled, introduced 
herself, and began to engage the 
Archbishop in conversation. They 
spoke for the length of the trip 
about life and ministry, as the 
student sought to soak up as much 
as she could.

When the train reached the station, 
they prepared to part. They 
exchanged the usual pleasantries 
– “Dr. Coggan this was such a 
thrill. Take care.”

With that, they walked down the 
platform and came to a logjam at 
the luggage. You see the 
awkwardness for the young 
woman: “What do I do? We’ve 
already said goodbye…I felt good 
about my goodbye. Not overdone. 
Very professional. But now he’s 
standing right there.” The 
seminarian decided to resume 
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small talk, and they spoke for a 
few more minutes before luggage 
was retrieved. With that, the 
student said again, “Dr. Coggan. 
Thank you. What a thrill! Take 
care.”

She turned to leave, and felt his 
hand catch her arm. “My dear,” he 
said, “Not take care. Take risk.”

III. Faith is faith whether big or 
little.

If only we had enough faith to take 
risk. But, we do. Little is enough. A 
little faith is all that is needed. A 
little faith— the size of a mustard 
seed will move mountains. We 
can’t know Jesus’ tone of voice 
when he speaks to Peter in this 
story. We can’t know whether or 
not he winked as he said it. But, 
maybe as he caught him in the 
water and said, “You of little faith, 
why did you doubt?”— he wasn’t 
scolding Peter. Maybe this is a 
playful moment where, “little faith” 
is not demeaning. It’s descriptive 
and encouraging. You have a little 
faith. And it’s enough. A little faith 
leveraged as courage for the sake 
of God’s kingdom can change the 
world.

I watched the newest Star Wars 
movies this week— Rogue One. 
This isn’t a Luke Skywalker story. 
There’s no Han Solo or Chewy. 
Yet, the characters in Rogue One 
make possible the heroic victory of 
Luke against the Death Star in the 
first Star Wars movie that came 
out long ago in 1977. Remember 
how they had gotten the plans for 
the Empire’s weapon of mass 
destruction— the Death Star— the 
space station with enough fire 
power to destroy entire planets. 
Rogue One tells the story of a 
small band of rebels who stole the 
plans to the Death Star to make its 
destruction possible. I was struck 
throughout the movie by the 
incredible acts of bravery 
throughout. It took incredible acts 
of courage by each character in 
the movie to get the plans into the 
hands of the rebels. Because 
everyone knew how important this 
was. Everyone knew that the 
Empire was evil and needed to be 
defeated and this was their only 
hope. There was no choice. This 
was the way and it was clear. 

Now, when we look at the world it’s 
not always so clear to see the line 
between good and evil. We look 
out and wonder is that Jesus out 
there ahead? Or is it a ghost? The 
winds begin to blow and we say if 
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only Jesus would give us a sign. If 
only he would tell us what is good 
and right. But, we have seen what 
is right and what is good. And we 
have seen what is wrong. We 
watched as people march with 
torches, surrounding and 
terrorizing a church in Virginia 
Friday night. We watched in horror 
as a man hopped up on white 
supremacist ideology ramed his 
car into a crowd. We watched Neo-
Nazis gather with shields and 
helmets, claiming to be soldiers of 
Christ. But, their God is not the 
God of Jesus Christ. Their God 
creates fear and mistrust. They 
have created God in their own 
image to hate who they hate. And 
as we’ve seen the rise of the alt-
right and how it has fanned the 
flames of hate and bigotry, we 
wonder what we can do? What can 
Jesus’ disciples do in the face of 
this terrible evil? First, repent— 
turn around. This calls for 
repentance not toleration. The alt-
right is simply a new incarnation of 
white supremacy; we don’t need to 
rationalize it, certainly not baptize it 
as a Christian movement— that’s 
heresy.  

Next, think about how Jesus 
responded to his enemies in times 
of trouble— where did that inner 
strength come from? Where did 

the strength come from not to 
respond with violence and hate, 
but, instead give everything? How 
do we find the inner strength to 
face the winds and troubles of our 
times to walk with Jesus? 

In his book on the Beatitudes Hugh 
Martin talks about the kind of inner 
strength we need when facing the 
troubles we will invariably face. He 
says, “Some people’s strength is 
all drawn from themselves. They 
are like isolated pools with limited 
resources. Others are more like 
rivers. They do not produce or 
contain the power, but it flows 
through them, like blood through 
the body. The more they give, the 
more they are able to draw in. That 
strength is theirs, but it is not their 
own… The strength that God gives 
is available to those who care for 
others, for they are showing the 
spirit of Jesus. The power of God’s 
spirit fortifies them.” 

When the winds blow, when 
trouble comes, you know what is 
right to do. And the little faith we 
have is enough. If only we would 
risk it.
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