
STUCK IN THE MIDDLE OF FEAR 

10 Pentecost – A August 13, 2017     Matthew 14:22-33 

 

Several nights ago, before going to bed, I remembered that I had left my extra keys and my 

wallet in the console of the car. I decided to go out and bring them—and anything else I had left 

behind—into the house. As I was bent across the front seat, reaching into the console, I heard a 

low growl noise. Because there had been a bear in the neighborhood a few weeks ago, I feared 

the worst and jumped into the car and quickly pulled the door closed behind me. Then I saw it 

across the road: white on the bottom, dark on the top, headlights and taillights lit up. Who knew 

that a Mini Cooper made such a low rumble when it started? 

So…the big meal was over, all of the leftovers were gathered up so that nothing was wasted, and 

Jesus, seeing that evening was coming, quickly dismissed the crowds and sent the disciples in 

their boat, on their way.  

He went up the mountain to pray: to be alone, to be at one with the Father in his mediation, to 

grieve the death of John the Baptist, and to simply have some down time with no demands and 

no more worries for that night. 

The sea was rough, and the wind was against the disciples; so much so that the disciples never 

quite made it to the other side. They were still quite away from shore, and evening was moving 

into morning when they something on the water. Once they figured out it was a human-like 

figure moving across the water—literally walking across the water—they freaked out. They 

thought they were seeing a ghost. And, like the guy bent across the front seat of his Ford Escape, 

they didn’t exactly want to move in closer and investigate. So a voice spoke to their terror, and it 

was the voice of Jesus: “Don’t be afraid; it’s only me.” 

When they realized it was Jesus, Peter asked Jesus if he could walk on the water with him. I’m 

not sure that I would have been so brave, but Peter had spent a lot of time in boats and on the 

water, so I guess he figured it would be a really “cool” thing to do. Well, he started out OK, but 

with the stormy weather, and the high waves, and perhaps doubting his ability to swim his way 

out of his fear, he lost his focus, let his fears get to him, and began sinking like a rock. “Lord, 

save me!” The words were no more out of his mouth that Jesus grabbed his arm and kept him 

from going under. “Why did you doubt?” Jesus actually called him “Little Faith Guy” which I’m 

not sure if it was an insult, or just another descriptive name, about Peter’s willingness to be the 

first to say, and try, anything.  

It would be easy to offer advice here, as the two most popular sermon topics from this passage of 

Scripture tend to admonish us metaphorically: 1. To be like Peter: willing to take that first step 

out of the boat; and 2. Don’t take your eyes off Jesus, or you’ll sink.  

But maybe today, you need more than advice. As you can imagine, this sermon went through some 

revisions last night, in light of the events in Charlottesville yesterday. As if we didn’t already have 

a pit in our stomachs hearing that White Supremacists were marching at UVA and counter-

protestors were planning to be there, a twenty-year-old mowed down a crowd of people, killing at 

least one and injuring many others. That tragedy was coupled with the death of two Virginia state 

troopers on duty to help amid the protest, who were killed in a helicopter crash. If you had any 

news on TV, internet, or radio, you had reason to feel fear for Virginia, for people who were 

witnesses in Charlottesville, for people we know who have connections to the city, and for 
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humanity itself. When hatred is expressed so openly, and violence so aggressively, we are afraid. 

Fear is one thing we have in common with Peter and the rest of the disciples. And legitimately 

so. Just in the past week, besides the events in Charlottesville, we heard rumblings about North 

Korea threatening Guam, nuclear weapons and the war of words between Trump and Kim Jong 

Un, the back-and-forth wrangling about health care, the potential for US military action in 

Venezuela and threats made to the US, fear of the stock market turning, opiate addiction as a 

national (and quite local) crisis, and so much more. 

Fear is a theme in today’s reading. It sounds like Jesus is chastising Peter for his fear, but I tend 

to think the question was a bit more rhetorical. What do you have to fear? Ultimately? Because I 

am here, and I will never let you go. Bravery is not the absence of fear, but rather the 

determination to get through that which makes us afraid. And fear is not the absence of faith. To 

be sure, we read the words “Do not be afraid” or their equivalent a lot in Scripture; but those 

words come to us not as an order, but rather as a promise. Just as Jesus grabbed Peter’s arm 

when he was afraid, Jesus promises to be with us in fearful times. The Good News reminds us 

that Fear does not have to have power over us. It’s OK for me to be afraid, in the event that I 

really am confronted by a bear. That’s not a lack of faith. In fact, it might encourage me to be a 

bit more cautious of my surroundings. 

It would be very hard to live our lives completely without fear. And, I suspect each one of us has 

a phobia, or at least a healthy fear of that which can cause harm and sadness. That’s OK, and it’s 

one more thing that binds us together as humans, and especially as people of God. We’re not 

invincible, after all. But for God’s people, the things that make us afraid do not have to have the 

last word over us. 

Sadly, Charlottesville of August 12, 2017 gets added to the list of places and events where 

terrible things happened, and where some of our worst fears were realized.  But just as violence 

and hatred do not define Charlottesville, fear does not define us. It is the name of Jesus that we 

claim, and that name claims us, too.  We belong to Christ. Nothing can take that away from us. 

So we have the assurance to move forward, to risk ourselves, to have courage in the midst of 

fearful things. As the Apostle Paul reminded us: “Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord 

will be saved.” We won’t eliminate the sources of fear; but with Jesus journeying with us, he will 

help us to the other side. Amen. 


