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Walking where it is dangerous  
 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

What strikes you about today’s Gospel reading (Matthew 14:22-33). The faith of the 

disciples or the impossibility of walking on water, or perhaps both?  

 

I have been away from a pulpit for the last six Sundays (be warned this sermon could 

go on for a while) and whilst I was away I visited various churches and cathedrals. 

Some really great services and sermons. 

 

And all the while the world has felt like it has been falling apart: the situation in Syria, 

Ebola, MH1 and Ukraine, ISIS (Islamic State Jihadist movement in Iraq), and the 

horror of Gaza.  

 

I am sloganeering here, yet even when using the shorthand of slogans we cannot 

avoid pain and fear; the size of these issues are just huge. It can feel somewhat 

overwhelming simply to read the news these days. It can be just overwhelming, you 

can feel that you sinking deeper and deeper into an almost endless abyss of despair 

and sadness. 

  

Scholars think that was the kind of situation that some of the early church 

experienced around the time Mark’s Gospel was written (Mark has this story too of 

Jesus walking on the water, and I am assuming it predates the account in Matthew 

and that Matthew borrowed it when writing his Gospel). The early church was going 

through a crisis of sorts and there were times when Christians were experiencing 

persecution under Nero. This time of crisis was the context for the miracle story 

appearing in Mark’s Gospel. 

  

The raging waters are a symbol for the forces of chaos. The disciples in the boat are 

the disciples in the church. The idea of Jesus walking by, (in Mark’s Gospel not 

Matthew’s) is the idea of a manifestation of God. The stilling of the storm, the walking 

on the water shows that the Christ is the powerful one who can overcome the 

destructive forces of chaos.  
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It is in Matthews Gospel though, that Peter attempts to walk. He tries and fails but by 

having faith he succeeds and thus Peter becomes the example for us all. 

 

So what can we make of this for us? At one level it is no surprise that the early church 

in the face of persecution believed that the answer was to be more faithful. This is 

hardly surprising is it? But what does that look like, to turn to deeper faith in face of 

chaos and persecution? 

 

In this month of horrors the story, the slow burning fuse story, could easily have been 

Ebola (and it still might) but the other slow burning fuse of a story was that of ISIS, 

the jihadist group operating in Iraq, and the persecution they have been meting out to 

minorities in Northern Iraq. It was not well reported to begin with. These minorities 

have included significant Christian populations. Some of the stories coming out from 

there are as horrific as the stories coming out of Gaza (what a dreadful comparison).  

In Baghdad, some miles south of the ISIS controlled areas the Anglican Priest Canon 

Andrew White has been operating the only Anglican Church in the country. He has 

been reporting about the extinguishing of communities; for example the ending of 

worship in Nineveh Plain after 1600 years. (Think about that for a moment). He with 

his community have headed north to the affected areas to help not just the Christians 

but anyone. He has also shuttled between the UK and Baghdad. 

 

In an interview on the BBC Newsnight, he offered this observation: ‘I have always said 

to our people I am not going to leave you, don’t you leave me now. Now I cannot say 

that any longer. If I tell them not to leave, you have got to be prepared to die for your 

faith. And that is what is happening. We have had people’s heads cut off. We are 

having people convert, and even having children slaughtered and cut in half.’ 

 

You need to see this man, Canon Andrew White, a 50 year old, pommy with 

something of a plummy accent and a man with MS. He wears his clerical clothes with 

fancy handkerchiefs, I reckon he was bon viveur at some point, and somehow I 

believe what he is saying. 

 

In the midst of his horrific account between the people have their head’s cut off and 

the children being slaughtered is the statement that they are seeing conversions. 

Conversions - it is just remarkable. My theological liberalism finds that hard to 

comprehend; it is something to give thanks for in the midst of this horror. People 

converting in the midst of this is about as hard for me to believe as a man walking on 

water. 
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This is a time of great religious persecution. Here is what the Archbishop of Sydney 

said yesterday, ‘We have entered a period of significant suffering for Christians 

around the world: from Iraq to Syria and from Egypt to Sudan. … While the Cross is 

the symbol of suffering for all who are followers of Jesus of Nazareth, we have a 

responsibility to stand with our brothers and sisters in the face of such unmitigated 

persecution.’ The Archbishop of Sydney has issued a further press release with this 

injunction: ‘Australia should be in the forefront of offering help, asylum and 

immediately agitating for protection of this ancient Christian community which is so 

desperately vulnerable.’  

 

I have to say I agree with him, but I would suggest we did not limit this invitation to 

just the Christians, but to the other persecuted minorities there. In this time of 

persecution it is a great challenge to walk with Peter across the waters of chaos to the 

Prince of Peace.  

 

May our prayer and our actions align with all those working for peace, for those of any 

faith who work to protect the peoples of faith.  

 

Amen. 

 

Dean John 
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10th August 2014 


