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I was whining to Jo last Sunday afternoon, about preaching from the 
Gospel according to John. After all, this is Mark’s year in the lectionary, 
and Mark is ever down to earth, while John typically resides in the 
theological stratosphere. But not so much today. Today we see John as the 
fisherman he was, telling a story as only a fisherman can. What could be 
more appropriate in the world’s luckiest fishing village.  

Now Jesus has fled to the mountain to avoid the crowd that wanted to 
make him king. But his disciples returned to their boat and, even though 
nautical twilight was behind them, they pushed off for the four-mile trip 
across the lake. Now let’s not chide the disciples for leaving Jesus behind. 
In Mark’s version of the story, Jesus sent the apostles ahead. We can 
assume that Jesus intended to walk around the head of the lake and rejoin 
the disciples on the other side. It is reminiscent of our time living on the 
Eastern Shore of Maryland when going to church in the car could take 45 
minutes, while going by boat more directly took 15 minutes.  

We might recall, too, that Jesus was fully human (as well as fully divine). 
He needed time alone to pray and reflect. And a good long walk at water’s 
edge at twilight would have been just what he needed after a very 
tumultuous day.  

Meanwhile, the disciples were encountering strong winds and likely 
hugged the shore for shelter, rather than sailing in a straight line across the 
lake. As it was near the time of Passover, we know that the moon would 
have been near full, thus providing an unusually bright sky to illuminate 
the shore and enable them to see Jesus walking along the shore long after 
the sun had set.  

Just to clarify, in the original Greek, John describes Jesus as walking epi tes 
thalasses, that is walking “by the seashore.” Not on the water. But close 
enough to see and be seen by the disciples in their boat.  
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 Still, they were startled. They likely would have been concentrating on 
tending the sail and rowing hard in the wind. Looking up to the shore and 
seeing Jesus was unexpected. Still they would have taken Jesus aboard for 
the rest of the journey, but by then they had reached the shore.  

Just a simple story of fisherman making their way across the lake, while 
their teacher decided to take the longer walk and then meet them on the 
other side. So why is it so important, especially considering it is juxtaposed 
against the familiar story of the loaves and fishes that has miracle written 
all over it? 

We need to take a step back. Remember we are made in the image of God. 
Jesus was the only human ever to reflect that image perfectly. He revealed 
Godliness to us as no one ever has or ever will.  

But if we, too, are made in the image of God, it is in becoming imitations of 
Christ that we reflect God’s image and live as we were created to live. And 
in this seemingly minor incident from John’s account of Jesus’ life, John 
tells us a great deal about Jesus – and a great deal about the type of persons 
we were created  – and are called – to be. 

So what does John want us to understand about Jesus? Well, first, let’s 
disavow ourselves of the notion – I am sure inspired by third grade 
teachers – that Jesus is the sheriff who sees everything and is ready to call 
us out and slap us on our wrists for the slightest misdeed.  And we also can 
dismiss the idea of Jesus as helicopter parent ready to drop in and take 
over at the slightest hint of trouble.  

But Jesus always is aware of us. Jesus watches us, like Jesus did with his 
disciples in their boat. He saw them from the shore and kept his eye on 
them. He saw their struggles with the wind. Did he stop the wind? No. Did 
he quiet the waves? No. Jesus does not insulate us from the trials and 
travails of earthly life. But it was a loving eye he cast on them and always 
on us, as well. Jesus is neither distant nor disinterested – and hardly 
indifferent. 

So when he made eye contact with the disciples who were struggling 
against the wind, Jesus came down toward the boat and told the disciples 
not to be afraid. And with that small bit of encouragement, the disciples get 
their boat to the land on the other side of the lake. Jesus knew the disciples 
needed just a little nudge to get that final few feet to shore. And he 
provided it.  
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So what does John want us to know about Jesus?  Jesus never leaves us to 
face life alone. Jesus watches us. Jesus comes to us. Jesus helps us just 
enough. He does not even need to get into the boat with us. 

But then if we are, indeed, called to be imitations of Christ, what do we 
learn about ourselves from John’s little fishing story. How should we relate 
to the world around us as Jesus would. Perhaps, it is a lesson in remaining 
aware of the world around us. And more than that to care. Not to detach, 
not to ignore, not to stay in our comfortable cocoon and pretend nothing is 
disordered or that there is none of God’s work that we are called to do. 

Ignorance is bliss, says the poet Thomas Gray. And it might seem to 
absolve us from addressing what is going on around us in our families and 
communities and nations, but Jesus stayed close to the shore, where he 
knew his disciples would be. And he paid attention. And so must we.  

We can pretend no one is homeless or hungry. We can studiously ignore 
the working poor and the needy. We can avoid people we disagree with. 
We can shy away from situations that make us uncomfortable. We can 
remain aloof and unaware. But we live surrounded by people who have 
needs that we can respond to. Only when we confront and deal with them 
do we really respond to God’s call to realize the kingdom of God on earth 
as it is in heaven.  

In simplest terms, we are called to “show up.” Called to show up when we 
encounter the hungry, the homeless, the exploited, the oppressed, the 
forsaken. Called to show up for our friends with fresh wounds, physical, 
emotional, or spiritual. 

Maybe sometimes all we can do is walk next to them like Jesus did on the 
shoreline. Maybe all we can do is, like Jesus, remind them not to be afraid. 
And maybe sometimes we will provide the support that enables them to 
take that last step on a journey to a better place.  

After all, Jesus did little more than show up and encourage his wave and 
wind tossed fishermen disciples, and, as John writes it, “immediately the 
boat reached the land toward which they were going.”  

 


