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*Title Slide 
My oldest son, Christopher, played ice hockey in junior high and high 
school. Unlike many of his teammates who learned to skate and handle 
a puck when they were very young, Christopher didn’t really get 
interested in hockey until he was about 11. Because of this, I had zero 
experience with being a hockey mom until then. I guess I missed the 
years of parents yelling encouraging things to the players on the ice. I 
came along at the time when parents yelled things like, “Crush him,” 
“Take him down,” “Skate like you know how!” I was horrified…and cold. 
Ice hockey is a cold sport in more than one way. Hockey fans are tough 
and brutally honest. 
 
This is true in professional hockey too. In 2010, in the midst of an awful 
season, the Toronto Maple Leafs played the Philadelphia Flyers at home 
in Toronto. The Maple Leafs lost…again. Their fans were fed up and let 
the team know it, most were headed toward the door, even before the 
final buzzer. One fan, unable to contain his frustration any longer, 
threw waffles on the ice. Yes, waffles. One of the waffles even hit one 
of the Maple Leafs defensemen. It didn’t hurt him, but it was pretty 
humiliating to be booed and pelted with waffles on home ice. Home 
games ought to be the best games, right? 
 
It’s painful when our people, the hometown crowd, the ones we would 
think would be in our corner, rooting for us to succeed, believing in us 
as we chase our dreams, those people, turn out to be our harshest 
critics. In Matthew’s narrative, Jesus had that experience when he 
came to his hometown of Nazareth. He went to the synagogue to teach 



and was met with the equivalent of waffle throwing; doubts, 
accusations, and a lot of, “Who do you think you are?” That must have 
been really painful. The people of Nazareth, rather than embracing  
their hometown hero’s kin-dom of God vision, chose what they knew, 
the ways of Empire. What could have been a soft place for him to land 
turned out to be a hostile place to be. I bet he couldn’t wait to get out 
of there.  
 
At about the same time, John the Baptist was the victim of the ways of 
Empire as well. He was arrested and imprisoned. He had the audacity to 
accuse Herod of breaking Jewish law by marrying his brother’s ex-wife. 
John was right, but Herod didn’t appreciate the feedback. Herod 
wanted to kill him, but felt like that would be unpopular with the 
crowd. That changed, though, when Herod held a dinner party where 
his wife’s daughter danced for his guests. Herod was so pleased with 
her that he promised to give her whatever she wanted. Prompted by 
her mom, she asked for John the Baptist’s head on a platter. He kept his 
promise. And the Empire won again. 
 
You can imagine that John’s followers were devastated. They took his 
body and buried it and then went to tell Jesus. On the heels of being 
rejected by his hometown, Jesus learned that John was dead. And he 
wasn’t just dead, he had been killed, his head presented as a trophy. 
My God, the grief and anger Jesus must have felt. He saw again and 
again how the Empire kept people in a state of desperation and 
oppression and crushed anything or anyone that offered the people 
hope. And Jesus knew that hope was thing that made everything seem 
like it would be okay. It is in this state of being that we find Jesus, in 
today’s part of Matthew’s story. 
 
3 Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a 
deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed 
him on foot from the towns. 14 When he went ashore, he saw a great 



crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. 15 When it 
was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted 
place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may 
go into the villages and buy food for themselves.” 16 Jesus said to them, 
“They need not go away; you give them something to eat.” 17 They 
replied, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” 18 And he 
said, “Bring them here to me.” 19 Then he ordered the crowds to sit 
down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked 
up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the 
disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. 20 And all ate and 
were filled; and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, 
twelve baskets full. 21 And those who ate were about five thousand 
men, besides women and children. 
 

22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead 
to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 23 And after he had 
dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. 
When evening came, he was there alone, 24 but by this time the boat, 
battered by the waves, was far from the land,[d] for the wind was 
against them. 25 And early in the morning he came walking toward them 
on the sea. 26 But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they 
were terrified, saying, “It is a ghost!” And they cried out in fear. 27 But 
immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it is I; do not be 
afraid.” 
28 Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you 
on the water.” 29 He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, started 
walking on the water, and came toward Jesus. 30 But when he noticed 
the strong wind,[e] he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he 
cried out, “Lord, save me!” 31 Jesus immediately reached out his hand 
and caught him, saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you 
doubt?” 32 When they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33 And those 
in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” 
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That’s quite a day. All Jesus wanted was to be by himself. You know the 
feeling…you’re just barely holding it together in front of other people 
and you know as soon as you’re alone you will burst into tears or 
scream into a pillow. Jesus was in the boat, praying or crying, maybe 
both. He probably felt defeated. Empire:2, Jesus: 0. The crowd, though, 
they were not giving up. The Empire had not embraced them. They had 
no trouble imagining a world very different from what they were living. 
In fact, that was the hope to which they were clinging. So, we can’t 
blame them for following Jesus. I wonder if he felt like yelling at them 
to go away, unleashing all of the grief, anger, and frustration he felt. 
We couldn’t blame him.  
 
*But instead, he got out of the boat and the text tells us, he “had 
compassion for them and healed their sick.” He had to be on empty, 
tired of being the one who had to tell everybody that it was going to be 
okay, but he cared for the people anyway. Evening came along and the 
disciples were done, “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Send these 
people away so they can eat and we can too.” That’s my loose, snarky 
paraphrase. In their defense, I’m sure they were grieving too. How do 
you hear that someone you knew was beheaded and remain 
unaffected? They were tired, probably hungry, and ready to be done 
with all of it. Not Jesus, though. He wasn’t going to send these people 
away hungry. Jesus took the meager five loaves and two fish, blessed 
them and gave them to the disciples who fed the 5000 men, and the 
women and children too, and had some left over.  
 
What a contrast…Herod’s banquet, with all the resources of the Roman 
Empire available to him, ended in violence and death, yet Jesus’ 
banquet, with only five loaves and 2 fish, offered abundance, 
compassion, and healing, and held out a vision for a different kind of 
world, one that shares resources here and now. You see, the economy 
of God is different than the economy of Empire. Jesus knew that. His 
disciples, though, they were still learning. I wonder if that’s why Jesus 



had the disciples pass out the food after he blessed it. All of the good 
teachers I know understand that we learn by doing. Jesus probably 
hoped that by actually doing the serving to feed the hungry crowd, the 
disciples might remember that God’s kin-dom is different.  
 
Knowing what you know about Jesus’ day so far, how do you think he 
was feeling as he said good-bye to the crowd and sent his disciples off 
in the boat? 
(pause for answers) 
 
*He probably felt all of that. He went up to the mountain to pray. He 
prayed into the evening and all night long. I wonder…did he fall asleep 
or was he so sad and mad that he sat there, in the presence of God, and 
just cried? As morning came, realizing the disciples were having quite a 
time of it on the sea, he walked across the water to their boat and was 
rewarded for his efforts by encountering a boat full of fraidy cats. They 
had spent all of this time with Jesus, watching him and learning from 
him, and yet,  
*it was easier for them to believe Casper was on the water with them 
than it was to believe it was Jesus (maybe not Casper, but a ghost).  
 
*Again, Jesus demonstrated the nature of God’s kin-dom, which does 
not succumb to the chaotic forces of the world, but rises above them. 
He told them not to be afraid because, “…it is I,” he said. This should a 
little bit familiar. Matthew, not missing an opportunity to align Jesus’ 
story with Moses’ story, reminds us of God’s answer to Moses at the 
burning bush, “I am who I am.” We should also note that both the 
stories of the feeding of the 5000 and Jesus walking on water have 
parallels in the story of Moses. For Jesus to be comparable to Moses 
was important to the author of Matthew, as Jesus’ story had to be part 
of the continuing story of Israel.  
 



Following Jesus’ introduction of himself, Peter, eager to show his faith, 
climbed out of the boat and began to walk toward Jesus on the water. 
It was scary though. It didn’t take long for Peter’s fear to overwhelm his 
confidence. “Lord, save me,” he said. And Jesus did, saying, “You of 
little faith, why did you doubt?” As fascinating as Jesus and Peter 
walking on the water is, Jesus’ response to Peter is the part of the story 
that got my attention this week, especially when I think about where 
this story appears in Matthew. I’ve read it probably more than a 
hundred times in my life and taught it to countless young people. And 
every time, I read Jesus’ response to Peter in the same tone of voice 
(scolding), “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” Can you hear Jesus’ 
exasperation? His impatience? Like, why can’t you guys get it? 
 
But what if having “a little faith” is a cause for celebration, rather than 
correction? What if Jesus said (encouragingly) with a smile, “You of 
little faith, tell me…why did you doubt?”  
In the last chapter, Jesus told a story about a little mustard seed that 
grew into a great big, persistent, even-annoying tree. What if in this 
story, Jesus was drawing attention to, and affirming, this little bit of 
faith-which was absent the previous day when it was time to provide 
food for all of those people and hadn’t yet surfaced when Peter was in 
the boat afraid? What if Jesus’ response was more of a high five, look 
you’ve made progress moment? What if this was another example of 
Jesus leading with compassion? 
 
Compassion brought him out on the water in the first place. The same 
compassion he showed for the crowd the day before. I think it must 
have been compassion for others that kept him going in the midst of 
enormous grief and personal disappointment. I don’t think it’s too big 
of a stretch to think Jesus would have responded to Peter, who at least 
got out of the dang boat, with compassion and not scolding. Because 
that’s how good leaders behave and Jesus was a very good leader. 
 



*I’m reading Brene’ Brown’s new book, Dare to Lead: Brave Work. 
Tough Conversations. Whole Hearts. In it, she defines a leader this way, 
“…anyone who takes responsibility for finding the potential in people 
and processes, and who has the courage to develop that potential.” She 
says that we need braver leaders and more courageous cultures. Jesus 
didn’t have the opportunity to read countless books on leadership, but 
it seems to me that he had a pretty good idea about how to be a good 
leader. He recognized Peter’s potential, really the potential in all of his 
disciples, he worked at developing that potential, letting them practice 
what they had been taught. Sometimes it went really well. And 
sometimes not so much.  
 
Jesus was trying to change the culture and it was not easy or fast.  
*A very wise friend told me this kind of change is a lot more like turning 
a big cruise ship than it is turning a speed boat. He’s right. In these 
stories, Jesus models patience for his disciples and reminds us that, our 
compassion for our neighbors has the power to restore hope; to assure 
them everything is going to be okay. And sometimes that feels very 
much like a miracle. It’s easy to read these miracle stories and dismiss 
them, saying miracles aren’t real, these are meant to be interpreted 
allegorically. I think that’s true, but I also think we need miracles…we 
need glimpses of God drawing near. Peter’s willingness to momentarily 
step out of the boat gives us such a glimpse. “He stood on the water 
while the storms raged around him. For just a moment, the Empire had 
no hold on Peter. For just a moment he lived fully into the kingdom of 
heaven. For just a moment he was free (Robert Williamson Jr. 2/20/19 
robertwilliamsonjr.com).” That’s the stuff miracles are made of. 
 
These stories call us to something different, to imagine the world as a 
place of abundance and not scarcity; a place of compassion rather than 
power-grabbing; a place of healing and not pain. A world that 
overwhelms death and sadness with life, with hope, with joy…a world 
of miracles with God’s people, including you and me, as the miracle-



makers. So, wherever you are on your journey, know that a little bit of 
faith or even no faith is okay. I believe God is still working with all of is, 
working on us to dream bigger and love greater.  
*And I hope you know that this hometown crowd is cheering you on as 
you discover that every single day has the potential for a miracle. 
Amen.  


