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Have any of you ever tried surfing? I enjoy watching those
amazing images of surfers catching the perfect wave and
balancing on the board inside a wave tunnel. As a child I
enjoyed balancing on an air mattress pretending to surf and
checking how long I was able to stand before falling into the
sea. At times I even stepped off the air mattress on purpose
attempting to walk on water.

In today’s gospel segment, Matthew tells us that after Jesus fed
the crowds (Matthew 14:13-21), he “immediately” sent his
disciples across the Sea of Galilee to the opposite shore (v. 22).
There seems to be an urgency in his action. Jesus held on giving
space and time to his grief wanting to accommodate the needs of
the crowd. Now it’s time for him to address his own pain.

Now it’s time to look into his grief for the assassination of his
cousin, John, by Herod’s hand (Matthew 14:1-12). Now is the
time to feel the full force of the oppressive presence of loss, the
possible sentiment of despair for a life unjustly cut short, the
temptation of taking revenge, the futile satisfaction of cursing
King Herod and his illegitimate spouse for the vile action they
demanded. Now is the time to channel the anger and to
acknowledge the fiery desire to fight for justice, to expose the
abuse and corruption of the powerful, and to find renewed
determination in the ways of the Lord. Now is time for balance.

He can finally be alone with his grief and goes up the mountain
to pray. He was looking for that opportunity the whole day with
each touch of compassion, with each individual act of healing,
with each undivided look into the eyes of hurting people, hungry
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for relief, for health, for life, for food that satisfies both soul and
body. Now he is alone and can taste the goodness of the Lord as
he climbs up the mountain to pray.

Up he goes on the mountain, where Spirit-seeking souls of past
generations have climbed knowing that on the mountain one is
closer to God. There he is leaping like the wild gazelle skipping
with joy and expectation for food that fills one’s soul and water
that refreshes one’s heart. There he climbs willingly and with a
trustful heart knowing that his footing is secure because of God,
his Rock and Salvation.! There on the mountain he can pour his
heart out, he can cry aloud his grief, he can lament the cruelty of
the powerful, he can throw his soul to the mercy of God and be
reassured of the saving power of God.

The evangelist Matthew uses a simple sentence, “he went up the
mountain by himself to pray,” to express his sorrow, his anguish
and his urgent need to reconnect with the soul-grounding
Presence of God. With this single line, Matthew prepares us for
the dramatic prayer that will take place at the end of Jesus’ life
when “grieved and agitated” he goes to Getsemani to pray. Jesus
doesn’t go to the garden by himself but takes with him Peter,
James and John. Eventually, he will find himself frustratingly
and increasingly alone as they keep falling asleep (Mt 26:3-46).

Here, in prayer on the mountain, Jesus presents to God his anger
and indignation toward Herod and all the despots who use their
position not to aid the people but to advance their own causes
and turn a profit from their elevated position. Here, in prayer on

! Deuteronomy 32:4; 2 Samuel 22:2-3; Psalm 18:2; 62:6-7
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the mountain, Jesus relinquishes his ungodly desire for divine
retribution, for bolts from heaven to strike Herod and make him
pay for his many crimes, including the assassination of John.

Here, in prayer on the mountain, Jesus becomes aware once
again of the Oneness of all human beings, indeed of all creation.
Once again, he comes in touch with the reality that the more one
1s disconnected from this Oneness the more one has a propensity
to act in evil ways. Evil, in my opinion, is the total abandonment
of one’s true self; it’s the denial and concealment of all the
goodness of which one is endowed from the very beginning by
the Creator; it’s the ignorant rejection of the core elements that
make us human: empathy, emotional depth, compassion, ethical
values, integrity. Evil becomes even more powerful and
dangerous when it is shared and embedded in a system of power,
in a hungry network of collective self-dealing devouring human
flesh, denying human dignity, dividing human cohesiveness and
collapsing social identity.

That night spent in prayer on the mountain must have been very
refreshing, exactly what true prayer does and what a heart full of
the sorrow of the world needs. What is our prayer life like these
days? Do we still renounce evil and embrace the God of life?

The previous day, Jesus spent most of the time curing the infirm
and then multiplying bread and fish to feed a crowd of over five
thousand people. Prayer on the mountain takes place before
Jesus performs another miracle. He comes to his disciples who
are at risk of losing their lives in menacing waters. Jesus walks
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on water towards them during the early morning or, as some
Bible versions translate, during the fourth watch of the night.

In biblical times, the division of the night into watches was a
common practice, particularly among the Israelites and later
adopted by the Romans. The concept of "watches" refers to
specific periods during the night when sentinels or guards would
be on duty to keep watch over a city or camp. Each watch lasts
approximately three hours. The fourth watch, also called

the morning watch, spans from 3 a.m. to 6 a.m. and represents
the last segment of the night before dawn.? It is during this
watch that we are told Jesus approaches the disciple’s storm
battered boat.

What seems interesting to me at this point is that the disciples
who are not panicked by the raging storm are terrified at seeing
one walking on water, believing that to be a ghost. They were
facing what fishermen are accustomed with facing: a storm that
could sink boats didn’t seem to be their concern. But their mind
could not explain the sight of one walking on water, so their
quick assumption was of a ghost. And they freaked out.

As a child I needed to go by a cemetery as I walked to school.
Older kids were fond of making up scary stories of zombies
coming out of tombs and snatching little children as they walked
by. I reported this to my mom once and she replied that it was

nonsense: indeed, one needs to be afraid of the living and not of
the dead.

2 Topical Bible: The Four Watches of the Night
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How weird it is for the disciples to think it was a ghost. They
should have known better from past experiences who Jesus is:
there was another storm earlier in the story where the disciples
were once again sweating to steer the boat and Jesus was
sleeping in the stern and once awaken, commands the storm to
be still. At the time, their bewildered reaction was to ask
themselves who indeed was this rabbi capable of controlling
nature. (Mt 8:23-27) Preceding and following that remarkable
event, the disciples experience numerous other miracles that
define Jesus’ divinity. And still they are terrified.

So, Jesus assures them “Take heart, it 1s I; do not be afraid.”
Matthew reports that Jesus used the same “I am™ statement that
the Hebrew Scriptures used to identify God.

But Peter 1s not satisfied and challenges Jesus to prove himself:
“Lord, if 1t is you, command me to come to you on the
water.” In my mind, this is the same kind of test that Thomas

required of Jesus if he were to believe in his resurrection (John
20:24-29).

Matthew has spoken about the temptations of Jesus earlier in his
gospel. He has reported of how Jesus spent forty days and forty
nights in the desert in preparation to his ministry, and at the end
of his retreat the devil tempted him: “If you are the Son of God,
command these stones to become loaves of bread.” “If you are
the Son of God, throw yourself down [from this pinnacle].” “I
will give you [all the kingdoms of the world and their glory] if
you will fall down and worship me.” (Matthew 4)
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We must admit that what Peter is doing here is not so strange
and, as Matthew describes later, it’s not a one off (see 16:23).

Perhaps we can understand Peter’s reservations about Jesus’
saving ability as we ourselves require Jesus to prove himself and
his willingness to save after we have known time and again that
he is there for us and all we need to do is just trust him and ask.

So, Jesus, I think somewhat amused, invites Peter to come. The
doubtful fisherman steps out of the boat and is able to make
some progress towards Jesus amidst the raging waves until fear
of the strong wind distracts him and he begins to sink.

Walking on water was not Jesus’ idea. Jesus would never put
our life at risk, and we should never presume Jesus would ask
anything beyond our abilities and above what we are physically,
mentally, and spiritually equipped and prepared to do. We are
not called to be superheroes but only to follow him with a clear
conscience.

As he finds himself with water up to his neck, Peter cries out:
“Lord, save me!” This is the miracle of faith!

It wasn’t faith that allowed Peter to take a few steps on water.
That was a test for Jesus, and Matthew already warned us not to
test the Lord our God.? The miracle was that Peter honestly and
swiftly turned to Jesus and asked to be pulled out of trouble.

3 Matthew 4:7; see Deuteronomy 6:16 and Exodus 17:2-7
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How do we handle ourselves when faced with a troubling
situation? Do we test Jesus to prove himself? Do we bargain
with him? Do we refrain from asking for fear of being denied?
Or do we trust enough to ask and be picked up?

The storm was the context, the difficult experience, the “enemy”
the disciples were facing at the moment. That enemy was the
opportunity to learn a lesson, to improve their trust in Jesus, to
grow as disciples. We learn to abandon ourselves in the hands of
God 1n difficult times. We learn to trust in times of exhaustion
and despair, in crucible moments, in the fourth watch.

When Jesus and Peter return to the boat, the wind stops. And the
disciples fall down in worship. Notice: not just Peter but the
whole group of disciples acknowledge Jesus as Lord. When one
1s saved, the angels of heaven and the whole Church rejoice and
give glory to God.*

And as they bend their knee, the disciples say something they
have never said before in Matthew’s gospel: “Truly, you are the
Son of God.” (14:33). This phrase will be spoken later on by the
centurion at the foot of the cross (27:54). The storm on the Sea
of Galilee and the cross on the Golgotha hill of Jerusalem are
linked by the same confession of faith uttered in a moment of
profound crisis, introspection, and spiritual awakening.

Whether the crisis is triggered by the loss of a loved one or the
devastating diagnosis of an incurable illness or the challenging

4 See Luke 15:7-10
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social, political and economic events in the life of a nation, our
faith cries out of a mouth that spits out water: Save us, Lord!

And Jesus extends his hand through a worried spouse or child, a
concerned next-door neighbor, a caring friend from across the
country. Jesus is there, ready to save for his name’s sake. That’s
what he does! Let us together give him the glory and bend our
knee in humble adoration: he 1s Lord, the Son of God. Amen.
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