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 If you are from Maryland, as I am, you know that the Eastern Shore is known for its duck 
hunting. Because the Chesapeake Bay separates the land into two shorelines, hundreds of little inlets 
provide natural habitats for ducks to nest and live. Furthermore, a local dog breed, the Chesapeake 
Bay retriever, is the preferred retriever for the duck hunters. In the area, there is a well-known story 
about this breed. 
 
 Two hunters with their dogs go out to the marsh to bag some ducks. A flock of ducks flies 
overhead and the first hunter shoots down a duck and then the second hunter shoots down a duck. 
The first hunter’s dog, a black lab, jumps into the water, swims over to the duck, picks up the duck 
and swims back. The second hunter’s dog, a Chesapeake Bay retriever, jumps on top of the water, 
runs across the top of the water, picks up the duck and runs back on top of the water. The first hunter, 
seeing the Chesapeake Bay retriever run on top of the water, gives the second hunter a wide-eyed 
look. 
 
 Again, another flock of ducks flies overhead. And again both hunters shoot down a duck. 
Once more the first hunter’s black lab swims over to pick up the duck and swims back. Once again, 
the second hunter’s Chesapeake Bay retriever runs on top of the water, picks up the duck and runs 
back on top of the water.  
 
 The second hunter turns to his friend and says, “Did you notice anything different about our 
two dogs?” And the first hunter replied, “Yea, I noticed your dog can’t swim.”  
 
 What we notice this morning is Jesus walking on water!!! This extraordinary feat grabs our 
attention. No matter how many times we hear this story, we remember that Jesus walks on water and 
Peter cannot! Peter becomes afraid! Peter starts to sink! Peter fails! Poor Peter; he doesn’t have 
sufficient faith! Typically, that’s exactly how we remember the story. 
 
 There may be a reason we remember the story in such a way.  Jesus walks on water and our 
reaction is to hurry up to the part where Peter fails. Do we hurry up to avoid the part about Jesus 
walking on water because we, too, are afraid? Afraid in the sense to encounter miracles? They are 
definitely not a part of our scientific, rational world.  
 

Miracles are not logical. Miracles, if someone actually talks about them, also, make us feel 
uncomfortable, nervous. We can laugh about the dogs, but Jesus walking on water is right there in 
our face and we want to cover our eyes—either in awe or in disbelief. 

 
 Last week Jesus fed a crowd of 5,000 people, plus women and children, with five loaves of 
bread and two fish. That’s the first miracle Matthew tells us about in chapter fourteen. The feeding of 
the 5,000 is a far more acceptable, even charitable, miracle; it foreshadows the Eucharist, a familiar 
weekly ritual of our lives, comfort food for the soul, so to speak.  
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 Jesus walking on water is more intellectually challenging. We can’t explain miracles; they 
are neither sophisticated nor scientific. Miracles are more suited to fundamentalist Christians, not 
Episcopalians. Peter Gomes, who was the renowned Episcopal preacher and theologian at Harvard, 
wrote, “Miracles are terrifying things: I think we imagine that if we saw a miracle we would all fall 
down on our knees and say, ‘Praise the Lord’ or ‘Hallelujah!’ or ‘That’ll show ’em!’ Those in the 
Bible who do see miracles are usually confused, or terrified, or both.  That is the case here when the 
disciples saw him walking on the sea.” 
 
 What we have in this story is a question of identity. The disciples confuse the figure walking 
on water with a ghost. Then, Jesus identifying himself says, “Take heart it is I; do not be afraid.” I ---
- the one who calmed the waters in the chaos of creation, I --- the one who  stopped the flood waters, 
I --- the one who parted the Red Sea, I --- the one who quiets the sea.  It is I --- the Lord over all the 
earth, the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. It is I, the Messiah!  
 
 The feeding of the 5,000 left the disciples bewildered, from two fish and five loaves of bread, 
Jesus satisfied the crowd and there were leftovers. This was just too much for these ordinary folks to 
comprehend. So Jesus escapes to pray by himself and the disciples get into the boat. Eventually, the 
boat gets caught in a terrible storm and they are afraid. So Jesus comes to them walking on the water-
---. Perhaps we can hear Jesus saying softly to himself, “maybe, just maybe, this will help them 
recognize who I am.” 
 
 We have the same issue, don’t we? We don’t expect Jesus to enter into our daily, ordinary 
lives. Jesus is someone we pray to and about, someone we think about. Jesus is reserved for young 
Church School kids’ songs, like “Jesus loves me.” As adults we just don’t anticipate, or even expect, 
the presence of Christ. Mystics, really spiritual people, may experience the closeness of Christ, but 
not us. And then surprise, surprise, out of nowhere it happens. Jesus is there, not in person, but in 
spirit, letting us know who he is; unexpected, yet revealing his love and divine presence, a miracle in 
its own, quiet, simple way.     
 
 In the same way, the real miracle in our gospel reading this morning is not the walking on 
water, but Jesus reaching out his hand to Peter. Peter, enthusiastically, wanted to come to Jesus, but 
the wind frightened him and he began to sink. He called out to Jesus and Jesus caught him.  
 
 That’s the miracle we should walk away with today. Jesus was there hand outstretched, ready 
to provide help and support. Jesus was not going to allow Peter to sink into the abyss. Jesus loved 
Peter; he accepted Peter for who he was.  Isn’t that the Jesus we know and recognize? The one who 
understands our fears, knows our doubts, accepts our disbeliefs. This miracle happens over and over, 
over and over. This miracle has repeated itself in your life and in mine. No matter what we do, no 
matter what we don’t do, no matter what we say, no matter what we don’t say----Jesus is there, 
ready, willing and able, saying, “Come,” “Come to me.” As Jesus says also in Matthew, “Come to 
me, all you who are heavy laden and I will refresh you.” 
 
 Innately, I think we all know that; it’s just that sometimes fear reaches in and grabs our faith 
and gives it a good shake. When our world becomes topsy-turvy, confusing and overwhelming, 
riddled with doubt and anxiety, somewhere, somehow Jesus steps into our lives with his outstretched 
hand inviting us back into his love and compassion. 
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 I think every one of us could add a personal story when this has happen to us. One such 
encounter with Christ happened to a friend of mine when I was in seminary at Yale. Claudia came as 
a graduate student in psychology, even though she was uncertain about the direction should wanted 
to take. She started classes the first week on the main campus in downtown New Haven. One 
afternoon while walking, she found herself walking up a hill on Prospect Street and she looked up 
and saw the divinity school. Curiosity some would say, invited her inside; others believe a spiritual 
force, like Jesus gave Claudia the nudge. She ended up in the dean’s office, transferring into the 
divinity school that very same day! 
 
 What is unique about this story is that Claudia wasn’t even baptized. Previously, her limited 
religious contact included working the previous year as a counselor at an Episcopal school in La 
Jolla, California. She became part of the community of Berkeley Divinity School, the Episcopal part 
at Yale. At the Easter Vigil, I sponsored her for baptism. It was a joyous celebration for all of us. 
Claudia graduated Summa Cum Laude from Yale/Berkeley Divinity and went on to Oxford Univer-
sity to study Anglican Theology and married an Anglican priest. I just love this story. 
 

Likewise, I believe poetry sometimes gives us a unique perspective about our relationship 
with God. My favorite poet, Rainer Maria Rilke writes of this outstretched hand miracle in Book of 
Hours: Love Poems to God: 

 
 “God speaks to each of us as he makes us. 
 Then walks with us silently out of the night. 
 These are the words we dimly hear: 
  

You, sent out beyond your recall. 
Go to the limits of your longing. 
Embody me. 
 
Flare up like flame. 
And make big shadows I can move in. 
 
Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. 
Just keep going. No feeling is final. 
Don’t let yourself lose me. 
 
Nearby is a country they call life. 
You will know it by its seriousness. 
 
Give me your hand.” 
 
I believe that hand never leaves us. 
   
Amen. 

  
 


