JESUS WALKS ON THE SEA
Keeping Our Eyes and Our Hearts Centered on Christ
Matt. 14:22-34
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One of my favorite places to visit is Savannah, Georgia, especially the downtown historical
district, which is like stepping back into the time during the 1700’s and the 1800’s. Tybee
Island, which is part of Savannah, boasts a beautiful public beach and a brick lighthouse
originally built in 1736. | climbed the178 steps of this 145 foot lighthouse. The 288 year old
stone steps are circular and very narrow. When you reach the top and step outside, there is a
small circular platform. At the top, when marveling at the magnificent view, you are only just a
few feet away from a very steep plunge with a low railing that will not do very much to protect
you. You can easily trip on the steps while ascending the lighthouse, and you can easily fall to
your death at the top if you don’t pay attention to what you are doing.

St. Peter made the mistake of not staying focused and paying attention. As he walked on
the water with the Lord, Peter let himself be distracted by the wind and the waves of a stormy
sea. Instead of focusing his attention and trust in the Lord who miraculously enabled him to
walk on the water in the first place, Peter let doubt and fear fill his mind. The result was that he
began to sink; but when he called out in terror for help, the Lord reached out to Peter and
saved him from drowning.

The story is even more profound when we remember that Peter had asked the Lord to let
him walk on the water. Peter actually tested Him: “Lord, if it is You, bid me come to you on the
water” (Matt. 14:28). As was often the case, Peter spoke before he thought, for he was the one
who would be put to the test, the test to see if he really had faith; and he fell short.

| can imagine that we can all understand Peter’s situation. We may think that we have a lot
of faith and even put ourselves in situations where we know we will be tested, but then we let
temptations, fears, and our passions take over. We pay more attention to the dangers that
threaten us than to the Lord Who gave us life in the first place and continues to enable us to
walk by faith even through the most difficult challenges that the world presents. And when we
do so, we sink like a stone thrown into the sea or, possibly, like a careless tourist who could
potentially fall off the Tybee Island Lighthouse.

When we turn away from the Lord, we turn away from our own true selves. We cut
ourselves off from the truth, reality, and power that are necessary to sustain a life fitting for
those created in the image and likeness of God. That’s why Peter started to sink when he gave
more attention to his fears than to trust in the Lord. We may believe with our hearts, but our
faith shows its weakness when we are confronted with a difficult challenge, when the waves
seem so big and the winds seem so strong: and we feel like someone who all of a sudden
realizes that he’s trying to walk on the water in the middle of a storm.

Yes, fear, panic, and anxiety will likely then seem more real to us in that moment than will
faith, hope, and love. The key question, however, is what do we do then? For we have
freedom, we are God’s fellow-workers {as it says in today’s epistle (I Cor. 3:9)} and He never
forces us to love and serve Him. We may give in to our temptations and allow our lives to be
controlled by our self-centered desires and fears. We may live as though there is no God, as if
it’s simply up to us to figure out how to cope as best we can with whatever happens to us.
That may sound noble, but it’s still the path to continued slavery to sin and to the grave. For
even our best efforts can’t enable us to walk on the water, much less conquer death.

St. Peter shows us a better way of responding to the sudden awareness that we are sinking.
He simply calls out “Lord save me!” This is surely a genuine acknowledgement that he knows
his life is collapsing under its own weight, that on his own he’s headed to the bottom of the
sea. In crying out for the Lord’s help, Peter shows that he does have some level of faith, but
it’s not the strength of his faith that saves him. Instead, it’s the mercy of the Lord.
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It takes effort to guard our thoughts and to pray from the heart when we are tempted. It’s
usually much easier for us simply to embrace anger, pride, lust, fear, despair, and hatred than it
is for us to reject them. It takes vigilance and perseverance to focus our attention and ground
our lives in the Lord and His mercy. All the more is the reason to maintain our daily rule of
prayer and to pray the Jesus Prayer as much as we can. Apart from Christ we will sink like a
stone. But in Him, we become fellow-workers with God for our salvation. Let us keep our eyes
and our hearts centered on Christ, for He is our only true foundation. Amen.

Based on a sermon by Fr. Philip LeMasters
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