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I can’t read this week’s Gospel story without thinking about the title of John Ortberg’s book, If 
You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat. And I can’t think about that title 
without thinking about times I’ve literally gotten out of the boat. I grew up in Michigan, where 
many people, including my friends and, about the time I moved out of Michigan, my parents, 
had a home or cottage on a lake—not so different from here—and watersports were a popular 
pastime for many. 
 
For me? Not so much. 
 
It's not that I hate the water. I like being out on the lake (though I don’t love the seaweed, 
snakes, bugs, or honestly even the fish). What I don’t like is the amount of practice needed for 
so many recreational watersports. Around the time my parents got their lake house, I read this 
beautiful essay in the Oxford American on waterskiing and the impermanence of time and youth 
and when I went up to visit and my brother cajoled me to try out the old wooden garage-sale 
skis behind the pontoon boat, I braved the seaweed and the fish and my anxiety around trying 
new physical activities to give it a go. These are not ideal circumstances, but even so it turns out 
learning to waterski involves an honest look at one’s upper body strength and coordination and 
a lot of getting dragged through greenish lake water and looking ridiculous. 
 
That was not a particularly embarrassing undertaking, but it reflects others: times I’ve tried 
something and failed, sometimes with an audience. You have had these moments, too. And in 
today’s gospel reading, so does Peter. 
 
Let’s zoom out for a moment. It’s a wild Gospel reading we have today. Scholars have spent 
millenia debating whether Jesus literally walked on the waves, or whether this was the 
first-century version of a typo, or whether it was meant to be figurative. Personally, I don’t 
especially care. What is striking to me is not actually the wild story of Jesus defying natural law, 
but how Jesus acts, and what he says. 
 
When the disciples are first afraid at the sight of him, thinking there’s some X-Files stuff going 
on, Jesus responds to them immediately. “Immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, ‘Take 
heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’” 
 
What’s translated here as “take heart” can also be translated (and is elsewhere) “take courage,” 
a linguistic quirk that points us back to the roots of the word “courage”—from the Latin for heart, 
and with an early meaning of one’s heart, spirit, or innermost feelings. 



 
“Have courage,” Jesus says. “Listen to your heart, be brave and open. Don’t worry, I’m 
here—but faith is still going to take guts.” 
 
It might be an unspoken requirement for Episcopal priests to quote Brene Brown as often as 
possible, and today I’m going to comply, because I find the intersection of her work with today’s 
reading so compelling. 
 
If you’re not familiar with Brene Brown, she is a social researcher who studies shame, 
vulnerability, and resilience. Her work is fascinating, powerful, and highly readable, I commend it 
to you. 
 
In Brown’s research, she found that there were certain people who seemed particularly resilient 
to experiences of shame, which she defines as “the intensely painful feeling or experience of 
believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging.” Unlike guilt, which 
says “I’ve done something bad,” the message of shame is “I am bad.” People who are 
especially resilient to spiraling into this experience of shame, Brown found, live joyful, 
connected, abundant lives as a result. Her term for this is “wholehearted.” 
 
According to Brown the two things that this group of people have in common that are the most 
important to understand are worthiness and vulnerability. She writes, “Wholehearted living is 
about engaging in our lives from a place of worthiness. It means cultivating the courage, 
compassion, and connection to wake up in the morning and think, No matter what gets done 
and how much is left undone, I am enough.” 
 
And vulnerability: this has taken on something of a negative connotation in our world. To be 
vulnerable is to be left open to defeat; to be conquerable; to be a loser. Vulnerability is not about 
winning or losing, though. It’s about showing up and being seen when you have no control over 
the outcome. It’s about being honest when you can’t control the reaction. It is not weakness, but 
remarkable courage. 
 
One of Brown’s books. Daring Greatly, draws its title from a well known quote from Theodore 
Roosevelt: 
 
“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or 
where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is 
actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; 
who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 
shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the 
great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the 
triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, 
so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor 
defeat.” 



 
To be vulnerable and wholehearted, according to Brown, is to be willing to show up and walk 
into the arena. “When we spend our lives waiting until we’re perfect or bulletproof before we 
walk into the arena, we ultimately sacrifice relationships and opportunities that may not be 
recoverable, we squander our precious time, and we turn our backs on our gifts, those unique 
contributions that only we can make,” says Brown. “Perfect and bulletproof are seductive, but 
they don’t exist in the human experience.” 
 
So what does all this have to do with thirteen men and a boat? I think this call to vulnerability 
and worthiness, this call to wholehearted living, this call to courage, is at the heart of this Gospel 
story. 
 
Jesus says it in his response to the disciples: “don’t be afraid, have courage, I’m here.” But I 
think we see it even more in the next part, with dear, bold Peter. Jesus’ heartening response to 
all the disciples is the same in Mark’s version of this story, but only in Matthew do we have Peter 
and his water-walking adventure. 
 
“Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” What does Peter think this will 
prove? Does he hope that this act of bravery will allow him to prove himself to his teacher and 
guide? Is he hoping that Jesus will prove himself with a sign that’s impossible to ignore? Will he 
be able to believe in himself if he can do this one startling thing? 
 
Whatever he’s hoping for, Jesus plays along. And it goes just how we might expect: he’s barely 
out of the boat before he’s sinking and panicked. But Jesus is right there (did he know this was 
going to happen?) and at Peter’s cry for help, “Jesus immediately reached out his hand and 
caught him.” 
 
And then, when everyone is safely back in the boat, Jesus asks, “You of little faith, why did you 
doubt?” 
 
This question seems to imply that faith and courage are somehow connected. But what if it’s not 
about having the courage to step out of a boat and onto stormy seas, and keep our eyes on 
Jesus instead of looking down at the water—the version I was taught, and maybe you, too?  
 
What if faith is actually about having the courage to trust one another and God, even when 
we’re afraid, or have no control over the outcome? What if Jesus is asking, “Peter, why did you 
feel like you needed that wild test? You know me; trust that I will be there.” What if Jesus is 
asking, “Peter, what were you hoping to prove? Why do you doubt yourself? You have nothing 
to prove; you are already worthy.” Jesus’ words call Peter back to the truth, back to his heart, 
back to his faith—to a wholeheartedness that doesn’t demand startling tests or acts of valor. 
 
To believe bravely, to have a courageous faith, is to be secure in the knowledge that we are 
beloved and worthy children of God, no matter what, and out of that security to be courageous 



and hopeful enough to enter the arena, risking relationship, daring to make some noise and get 
in good trouble, and looking out for all God's children. 
 
And the wonderful part, the real good news in this passage, is that in the end, it doesn’t matter 
that we fear and fail and feel unworthy and don’t always live wholeheartedly. Because even 
when we mess up, Jesus is moving towards us. 
 
Look at Jesus in the story. When the storm comes, he moves towards the disciples on the sea. 
When they’re afraid and think he’s a ghost, he keeps coming. When his approach terrifies them, 
he keeps moving towards them. When Peter is reckless and tries to test Jesus, he keeps on 
moving closer. When Peter begins to drown: closer. When he asks for help: closer. When 
they’re back in the boat, when they have a flash of awareness of who Jesus really is, when they 
worship Jesus—Jesus is forever moving towards them. 
 
Jesus never stops moving towards the ones he loves. And so it is with us—our fearfulness or 
faithlessness are no deterrent. Jesus is always crossing the rough waters, dragging us up, 
pulling us to safety, calling out to us: “take courage!” 
 
And it’s a circle: it is this hope, this confidence in being loved no matter what, that gives us the 
foundation to live with the sense of worth and brave vulnerability that makes us wholehearted. 
When we know we don’t need to walk on water to prove our worth or prove God’s power or love, 
then we have the very courage we need to try something we might fail, to brave the seaweed 
and the snakes and the sinuses full of lake water for the chance to fly. We have the courage we 
need to step out of the boat and into the arena. Thanks be to God. 


