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the Sunday Readings

Jesus walks on the water     ( Matthew 14 : 22 – 33 )

19th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
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19th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)

meeting holiness 1

introduction

After the multiplication of loaves and fish,2 Jesus sends the disciples ahead to

the other side of the lake. Then he  ‘went up the mountain by himself to pray’,3

while  the  disciples  encounter  a  fierce  storm  on  the  lake.4 Matthew's  account

emphasises the contrast between Jesus, praying alone on the mountain while the

disciples sail across the lake into a storm in the middle of the night. The descrip-

tion of  the storm,  with  waves battering the boat  far  from land and the wind

unfavourable, symbolizes the insecurities and disturbances which make a peaceful

meeting with the holy GOD difficult. 

first reading:  1 Kings 19 : 9, 11 – 13 5                                                               [ Elijah meets GOD at Horeb ]

At that place Elijah came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the
word  of  the  LORD came  to  him,  saying,  "What  are  you  doing  here,
Elijah?"(9)

A description of the result of events that shattered the prophet. Elijah returns

to  Mount Horeb  (Mt.Sinai), the place where Moses met GOD in the past. Elijah’s

mission was to re-establish the covenant and restore the purity of faith in GOD.

He  returns  to  the place where the covenant  was first  revealed  to  Moses and

through Moses, to the Israelite people.6 In the prophet’s difficulties with royal

authority and the official brotherhood of prophets, he has no other place, nor any

other person, to which he can turn for help:  

The WORD of the LORD said, "Go out and stand on the mountain before the
LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by." Now there was a great wind, so
strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before
the  LORD,  but  the  LORD was  not  in  the  wind;  and  after  the  wind  an
earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake;(11) and after the
earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a
sound of sheer silence.(12) When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his

1 Cover Image: – Mosaic in the Cathedral of the Assumption, Monreale, Sicily  (12 th - 13th Century). Above
the boat the Latin inscription says: IHESUS SUPER MARE AMBULAT ET PETRUM MERGENTEM ALLEVAT,
"Jesus walks on the sea and lifts up the sinking Peter." In the mosaic, the apostles' adoration is pictured
as a low bow with the hands held out in acclamation. Jesus holds a scroll in his left hand representing
the content of the faith Peter needs. The boat has no rudder and its sails are furled, signifying the
apostles' dependence on GOD as they travel. 

2 Mt.14:13-21
3 Ibid. v.23 
4 The lectionary says  ‘he went into the hills’ but this misses the biblical  idea of Jesus ascending the

mountain – a traditional place for meeting with GOD. 
5 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version

(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994) 
6 cf. Ex.3:1-4,17; & 33:18-34:9. Moses and Elijah appeared with Christ, ‘on the mountain’ at the 

Transfiguration. (cf. Mt.17:1-9; Mk.9:1-7; Lk.9:28-36.)
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mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there
came a voice to him that said, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"(13)

In Elijah's time, a growing number of people had been pushed out of the old

protective tribal structure by the centralised royal power. This created deep social

divisions.  Nevertheless,  the  prophet  troubles  those  controlling  this  divisive

movement. He ‘calls in’ a drought; cares for a widow; overcomes death and brings

a newness that violates the existing royal control (having the power over life and

death).7 Because the prophet presents so staunch a threat to the royal house, he’s

held personally responsible for the lengthy drought that afflicts the land. Even his

isolated success over some rival prophets of Baal,8 serves only to intensify the

hatred of the king's wife, Jezebel. The prophet is shattered by the turn of events

and flees for his life into the desert.

Its  there  the meeting with,  ‘the  presence  of  the  LORD’, takes  place  on the

mountain after his escape. In prayer with GOD, the prophet laments his dangerous

and lonely position. Earlier Moses had also found himself at Mount Horeb after

protesting about the dangerous and demanding work he had been set by GOD. As

in  Moses'  encounter  with  GOD the  prophet's  objections  are  met  with, ‘light

murmurings’ to do more work.9 Like Moses before him, Elijah isn't allowed to opt-

out of his uncomfortable situation. The prophet is sent back on his mission. Elijah

returned more confident and more at GOD's service than before.

response: Psalm 85 : 8 – 13                                                                  [ a prayer for the restoration of GOD’s favour ]

Let me hear what GOD the LORD will speak,
for he will speak peace to his people,
to his faithful, to those 
who turn to him in their hearts.(8)
Surely his salvation 
is at hand for those who fear him,
that his glory may dwell in our land.(9)
Steadfast love  and faithfulness will meet;
righteousness and peace will kiss each other.(10)
Faithfulness will spring up from the ground,
and righteousness will look down from the sky.(11)
The LORD will give what is good,
and our land will yield its increase.(12)
Righteousness will go before him,
and will make a path for his steps.(13)

An expression of confidence that GOD will speak a word of ‘shalom’ (peace) as

GOD has spoken in the past, to those who are faithful. The speaker promises the

returned exiles the peace of GOD’s new reigning. The prophets had foretold that

7 1 K.17:1-24
8 The Baal prophets enjoyed official favour (cf. 1 K ch.18)
9 1 K.19:9-17
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the ‘glory of the living GOD’ which had deserted both the Temple and the Holy City,

will return to a restored Temple and it would be GOD’s saving righteousness that

will  blaze the way. It  is  GOD’s  righteousness that’s the necessary condition for

peace and a return to ‘the good life’. 

The  LORD GOD has  forgiven  sinners.  GOD has  set  a  dangerous  precedent.

A sense of confidence runs through this speech. The word, ‘righteousness’, adds a

discordant  note.  ‘Steadfast  love’,10 and  ‘faithfulness’,11 ‘righteousness’,12 and

‘peace’,13 are close to each other – even before the two embrace. ‘Righteousness’ is

the loving purpose of GOD for all. Jesus,  ‘fulfils all righteousness’.14 Peace is the

tranquillity that comes from order. Peace comes to people who are the objects of

GOD's  goodwill  –  or  GOD’s  righteousness.15 With  the  coming  of  Christ,

righteousness  and  peace  have  embraced.  The  speaker  promises  the  returned

exiles, the  ‘shalom’ of GOD’s new reigning. The prophets had foretold that the

‘glory of the living GOD’ which had deserted both the Temple and the Holy City, will

return to a  restored Temple.  It  would be GOD’s  saving righteousness  that  will

blaze the way. It is GOD’s righteousness thats the necessary condition for shalom

and a return to ‘the good life’. 

The prayer is appropriate for modern disciples. Our own brokenness and lack

of insight, as well as the difficulties of living faithfully in a world pervaded by the

results of faithlessness, means that it will always be necessary for us, like Israel, to

pray;  ‘restore us again’.16 But the description that follows exceeds any possibility

of human merit or accomplishment (vv.10-13). The speaker’s focus is clearly on

GOD’s character and activity. We pray with the speaker; ‘restore us too’ and we pray

as Jesus taught us,  ‘Your kingdom come’.17 Our waiting is not passive.  We wait

actively and the psalm calls us to a decision. The decision is to dismiss taking the

easy satisfaction in life as created by human endeavour and seek a time and a life

shaped by the faithful GOD.

second reading: Romans 9 : 1 – 5                                                                                       [ GOD’s election of Israel ]

I am speaking the truth in Christ – I am not lying; my conscience confirms it
by the Holy Spirit – (1) I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my
heart.(2) For I  could wish that I  myself were accursed and cut off from
Christ for the sake of my own people, my kindred according to the flesh.(3)
They  are  Israelites,  and  to  them  belong  the  adoption,  the  glory,  the
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises;(4) to them

10 Hbr: hesed
11 Hbr: amunah
12 Hbr: sedqah – often translated as ‘justice’
13 Hbr: shalom
14 Mt.3:15

15 See Lk.2:14 
16 Ps.85:4 
17 Cf. Lk.11:2
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belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the
Messiah, who is over all, GOD blessed forever. Amen.(5)

Paul speaks of the depth of his grief over the unbelief of his own people.

The apostle expresses a strong faith in the destiny of the Israelites, holding that

they are called by GOD and that call hasn’t failed them. Paul would prefer to be

lost  himself,  rather  than  see  his  Israelite  sisters  and  brothers  lost.  Thus  he

expresses his belief that though the Israelites are for the moment set aside, they

will  finally  be  re-integrated  in  the  body  of  Christ.  His  desire  for  their  re-

integration echoes Moses’ prayer, who prayed that he might be,  ‘blotted out of

the book GOD has written’ in order to restore rebellious Israelites to friendship

with GOD. Paul is aware that Jesus became, ‘cursed’ by hanging on a tree in order

to redeem people from ‘the curse of the law’.18

Paul  expands  the  tradition  that  refuses  to  make  the  rule  of  positive  law

absolute. Just as in the present time our theological tradition refuses to make the

present economic arrangements absolute.  There is,  ‘a groaning’ and  ‘a  time to

come’ when our bodies will be redeemed and there will be an end to the present

alienation. The Pauline tradition does not make any intellectual scheme absolute.

There is no closed system of signs that imagines that all the truth is given, or that

all the judgements have already been made.

The  Israelites  are  privileged  as  the  chosen  people  of  GOD,  to  whom  the

covenants  and  the  Torah have  been  entrusted.  They  have  been  instructed  on

proper worship to GOD. It is they to whom the promises of land, sovereignty and

resurrection have been made.19 The apostle insists that GOD must remain faithful

and true to everything promised or given to them. Israelite unfaithfulness doesn't

nullify the faithfulness of GOD.

gospel reading:  Matthew 14 : 22 – 33                                                                               [ Jesus walks on the water ]

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to
the  other  side,  while  he  dismissed  the  crowds.(22)  And  after  he  had
dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When
evening came, he was there alone,(23) but by this time the boat, battered
by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them.(24) 

After  the  miracle  of  the  loaves  and  fishes,  Jesus  and  the  disciples  are

separated. The disciples are alone in a boat and Jesus isn’t  with them, having

remained  behind  to  send  away  the  crowds.  The  passage  is  strongly  symbolic.

Disciples in the boat are the Christian community threatened by darkness and at

the mercy of the wind and waves.  

18  Ga.3:13
19 [v.5] Some translations have, "Of whom is Christ according to the flesh, who is GOD over all."  Paul's point

is that GOD who is  over all,  aimed to use Israel,  which had been entrusted with every privilege,  in
outreach to the entire world through the Messiah.
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In prayer on the mountain, Jesus has returned to the source of all that he is

and does. While Jesus is in close contact with GOD, his disciples crossing of the

lake,  come  into  conflict  with  the  elements.  The  contrast  is  between  Jesus’

situation and that of his disciples. The disciples are threatened by darkness and

the waves, the Christian community battered by the powers of the world.20 Jesus

is separated from the new community and is praying to GOD. At the moment of

the disciples’ (and the church’s) greatest moment of need, all seems lost:

And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea.(25)
But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified,
saying,  "It  is  a  ghost!"  And they  cried out  in  fear.(26)  But  immediately
Jesus spoke to them and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid."(27) 

But in  the early  morning,21 the disciples  think they see a  ghost  and panic

(vv.25-26).22 Matthew underlines the lack of faith among the disciples. They were

ruled more by fear than by their faith in Jesus. Like the LORD GOD in the Israelite

Scriptures, Jesus announces: "It is I” (v.27).23 This formula was used to speak of the

presence of the true GOD to his people. Over against all other gods and all threats

to his people, the LORD is present to them. Equally important to the moments

when  GOD or  the  Angel  of  GOD,  speaks  to  his  people,  are  the  words  of

encouragement: “Do not be afraid”. 

Peter answered him, "LORD, if it is you, command me to come to you on the
water."(28) He said, "Come”. So Peter got out of the boat, started walking
on the water, and came toward Jesus.(29) But when he noticed the strong
wind,  he became frightened,  and beginning to sink,  he cried out,“LORD,
save me!"(30) Jesus immediately reached out his  hand and caught him,
saying to him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt?"(31) When they got
into the boat, the wind ceased.(32) And those in the boat worshipped him,
saying, "Truly you are the Son of GOD."(33)

 Peter  was  the  first  to  respond  (vv.28-31).  His  response  is  typical  of  him.

At first he is prepared to take a risk upon the WORD of Jesus. If it is Jesus, he will

only have to call him across the water and he will come (v.28). At first he places his

trust in the LORD, but then succumbs to the pressures of the storm around him.

In this situation he calls on the help of the LORD and Jesus holds him and keeps

him safe (vv.30-31). In the disciple’s little faith and doubts, his LORD supported

him. So it is with all the disciples in the boat. Jesus and Peter get into the boat,

the wind drops and all confess:  “Truly, you are the Son of GOD”.  As leader of the

20 Israelite symbols of chaos, death and sin
21 The fourth watch: 3am – 6am. 
22 [v.26] - In Greek, ‘to walk near the sea’ may mean the same as, ‘to walk on the sea’! Some commentators

think  that  could  have  created  confusion.  The  original  story  might  have  been  the  ending  of  this
narrative where Jesus had got into a boat and had calmed the storm. We cannot really comment on the
event as it was because we have no way of knowing. We only have the story as it comes to us. 

23 From Moses’ encounter with the burning bush (cf. Ex. 3:14) down to the conflicts of the prophets with 
the false gods introduced into Israel (See Is.43:10 & 45:18)
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disciples,  Peter had confidence in  Jesus'  powerful  presence.  With a command,

Jesus enables the disciple to share his power. Peter is able to act on that grant of

power, until his fear in the face of peril weakens his faith. As he begins to sink,

Jesus continues in the role of GOD in the Israelite Scriptures. He stretches out a

rescuing hand to the believer.24 The powers of death are thwarted.25

In  Matthew,  the  problem  for  disciples  is  that  when  a  crisis  comes;  when

danger looms and everything appears to be about to collapse; they panic and act

as though they had no faith.26 This is ‘the littleness of faith’ which expresses itself

in waivering and doubt. It is this  littleness of faith, which causes disciples in the

church, or even church leaders, to lose their share in the power of Jesus. Matthew

affirms  that  Jesus  hears  prayers  spoken  out  of  an  imperfect  faith  and  saves

leaders like Peter from the, ‘waters of death’ (vv.32-33). At this sign of the divine

saving power and presence, the whole community (those in the boat) bow down in

worship.27 

for sharing: 28

 Elijah meets GOD at Horeb.  Comment on 1 Kings 19 : 9, 11 – 13

24 In the storm, Jesus isn’t a ghost, or an illusion. He really is himself. If we have faith in Jesus; that is,
faith in the union of all of us; then it is Jesus who we could say appears walking on the sea. Jesus
approaches us because he said that whenever we unite, he will be there. That's why he isn't an illusion
in our minds, or a ghost, because our union, is really Jesus in the midst of the storm. Unity and love are
a reality that approach us in the face of battling the dominant, anti-life ways of the world. ‘That ghost’
is like when there’s love in the community. It is like,  ‘walking on the water’ without being afraid of
sinking. We too can, ‘walk on the water’ like Peter if we are a united community. Then we have nothing
to fear. But when selfishness and greed separate us we begin to sink. Peter had faith in Jesus but he
had doubts too.

25  Cf. Ps.145:7  
26 For Matthew, the disciples have a greater degree of faith and understanding than is the case in the

gospel according to Mark. 
27 This is the formal profession of faith of the post-Easter church. Jesus, by entering the boat, does for

the whole community what he does for Peter. At his presence, the threatening tempest dies down. The
church (the disciples)  bow down in worship. When all  the people are united by love it must be like
Jesus’ getting into the boat. Its recognising GOD among us – that all of us are united with the Son of
GOD.   

28 Lectio Divina: reading GOD’s WORD in a moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order:  lectio (reading) – read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once.  If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don’t know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) – let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in GOD’s presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words.  oratio (prayer)  – allow your heart to speak to GOD,  in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) – let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of GOD,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of  the  readings  and  the  psalm  used  in  the  Sunday’s  liturgy.  Familiarity  with  the  texts  and  the
commentary  beforehand,  can  better  prepare  our  hearing  and  understanding  the  passages  in  our
worship.  Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ’s promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, I am there among them’
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 GOD’s election of Israel . Comment on Romans 9 : 1 – 5

 Jesus walks on the water and lifts up sinking Peter.  Comment on Matthew 14 : 21 – 

33 

prayer: 29

GOD of all power,                                    
Your sovereign WORD comes to us in Christ.
When Your Church is in danger, make firm our trust;
when Your people falter, steady our faith.
Show us in Jesus Your power to save,
that we may always acclaim him as LORD,
now and always. Amen

review: 30

In Jesus’ teaching about the realm of GOD; in his practise as in his feeding the

crowd; whatever he commands he makes possible. As disciples of Jesus, we don’t ask

for supernatural powers. Rather we follow Peter’s example and we try to recognise,

that when the commands of Jesus are taken seriously, they transform our reality.

If we take literally Matthew’s account of the incident on the Sea of Galilee, the

commands of Jesus open the reserves of divine resources. It’s clear that Jesus is less

interested  in  threatening  winds  and  waves,  than  were  his  disciples.  He  was

interested in their personal trust, confidence and their resort to the resources within

them.

Perhaps  his  prayer  on  the mountain  taught  him that  GOD sets  for  all  of  us,

matter-of-fact tasks in which there is a need to turn to our personal faith, confidence

and trust, to our own inner-resources, as individuals and as a community.

------oooOooo------

29 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These  prayers  draw upon the  concrete  and vivid  images  of  Scripture  and  conclude  with a  clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

30 The Review   –  examines the themes of  the readings,  usually  drawn from the gospel,  providing an
opportunity  to  check our  own performance in  the light  of  the  WORD and Eucharist  that  we have
previously heard and experienced. 
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