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Walking on Water? Really? Are we supposed to believe 
that Jesus did that? When I was in seminary we were 
taught that there was a difference healing miracles and 
nature miracles. We were to trust and believe in the 
healing ones and be suspect of the nature ones. Of 
course doing this empties the Gospel of much of its 
wonder. In the more than 40 years since I left 
seminary I’ve evolved in my thinking about nature 
miracles. Quite apart from what I believe, it is clear to 
me that Mark believed that Jesus walked on water. 
Mark was not giving us an allegory, a fable, or a 
metaphor. He was reporting the facts as he 
understood and believed them. Does that mean that 
we can thereby dismiss the Gospel? Or at least this 
particular Gospel Reading? I think not. Post-Modern 
scholarship asks us to enter into the world of Mark. So 
if Mark believed this happened and I seriously doubt it 
did, what do I do with this text? Can I surmount my 
rational scientific (actually in my case engineering1) 

                                                           
1 My undergraduate degree is in Chemical Engineering. 
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mind and extract meaning from this text? Obviously 
yes or I wouldn’t be preaching on it! 
 
Mark has buried two items in the text that are 
landmines on how to interpret this text. The first is the 
disciples describing Jesus as a GHOST walking on the 
water2. We’re rational so of course we know that Jesus 
wasn’t a ghost but what we don’t know is that in 
Greek, Roman and Jewish literature of the period and 
at least as far back as the era preceding, ghosts didn’t 
walk on water any more than vampires can walk in 
daylight. Various gods could run on water, but not 
walk. No one walked on water. But more importantly 
for our text Ghosts and Water don’t mix. Ghosts can’t 
cross water. Now you may object that perhaps the 
Greek is somehow different and doesn’t mean ghosts 
who can’t walk on water, but the Greek word is 
phantasma from which we get the cognate phantom. 
It is the common Greek word for ghost. Ghosts emit 
no light so they are only seen at daybreak and we’re 
told that this sighting happened in the last hours of the 
night when the rays of the sun are first visible. Mark is 
saying that the disciples know that ghosts can’t walk 
on or cross water but nevertheless they assume that 

                                                           
2 Jason Robert Combs, “A Ghost on the Water? Understanding the Absurdity in Mark 
6:49-50,” JBL 127/2 (2008): 345-358. 
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what they’re seeing is a ghost and not Jesus. 
Confronted with the reality of Jesus, a Christophany, 
the disciples are afraid and fail to understand what’s 
before them, despite having just experienced the 
feeding of the 5,000. Instead they believe what 
everyone knows is impossible, a ghost walking on 
water. 
 
Then Mark goes on to say that Jesus, walking (using 
the common word for walking) intended to pass them 
by. In English this seems to mean that he didn’t want 
to be troubled by the disciples so he meant to slip by 
them. However, the word translated to pass them by, 
parelthein from the root parerchomai, is the word 
used when Moses3 and Elijah4 encounter Yahweh and 
are hidden so that they not die from seeing Yahweh 

                                                           
3 Exodus 33:19-2219 The LORD said, “I’ll make all my goodness pass in front of you, 
and I’ll proclaim before you the name, ‘The LORD.’ I will be kind to whomever I wish 
to be kind, and I will have compassion to whomever I wish to be compassionate 
20 But,” the LORD said, “you can’t see my face because no one can see me and 
live.” 21 The LORD said, “Here is a place near me where you will stand beside the 
rock. 22 As my glorious presence passes by, I’ll set you in a gap in the rock, and I’ll 
cover you with my hand until I’ve passed by. Of course the Greek word occurs in the 
LXX. 
4 1 Kings 19:1111 The LORD said, “Go out and stand at the mountain before 
the LORD. The LORD is passing by.” A very strong wind tore through the mountains 
and broke apart the stones before the LORD. But the LORD wasn’t in the wind. After 
the wind, there was an earthquake. But the LORD wasn’t in the earthquake. 
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face-to-face5. Coupled with walking on water, the 
passing by means that Jesus is revealing his divinity 
and his confidence that the disciples have all that they 
need to survive the storm. Unfortunately, because they 
don’t understand the feeding of the 5,000, they give 
into Fear. 
 
Most commentators, indeed essentially all, miss this 
fact and are distracted by the walking on water part of 
the story. That’s a false lead. This is a story about Jesus 
Christ revealing his divine nature and the disciples 
reacting in fear. He’s not a ghost and he uniquely 
walks on water. But the crucial point is that having 
been with him the disciples should now know who he 
is, and they are clueless. They prefer to believe the 
impossible, a ghost walking on water. 
 
Now we get to the message for today. We live in a 
society ruled by fear and presided over by those who 
exploit our fears. We live in the safest, least violent 
America in generations, yet we continue to lock up 
more people, mostly men of color, than any country in 
the world, including repressive countries. We’re afraid 
so we build prisons. We know that many people are in 

                                                           
5 Harry Fleddermann, “And He Wanted to Pass by Them (Mark 6:48c),” Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly, 45/3 (1983), 389–395. 
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jail because they couldn’t afford bail. They are not 
flight risks and mostly didn’t commit violent crimes, 
but we lock them up for the crime of being poor and 
dark and because we’re afraid. 
 
We live in fear of Latin Americans coming to this 
country after an arduous and dangerous journey across 
Mexico, so we lock them up, separate them from their 
children, then lose the children, because we’re afraid. 
They, we fear, will overrun us and change our white 
culture. We hear that they are violent despite statistics 
showing that they are much less violent than we are. 
They aren’t us and we’re afraid. They’re darker than 
we are. 
 
We live in fear of Muslims fleeing violence in Syria, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and many countries of Africa 
because they don’t look like us and they aren’t 
conservative Christians. We fear they will change us or 
our country and we will lose our status. We are afraid 
so we stop taking refugees. We don’t want brown or 
black people. We don’t want the planet’s huddled 
masses yearning to be free. We want to make America 
Great because we are afraid. We want to Make 
America White Again. 
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Yet we claim to be a Christian nation as Jesus’s 
disciples on the Sea of Galilee claimed to be following 
Jesus, until they were afraid. Jesus speaks to them and 
says be not afraid. As today’s Gospel, in the Common 
English Bible Says:  
 
Just then he spoke to them, “Be encouraged! It’s me. 
Don’t be afraid.” 51 He got into the boat, and the wind 
settled down. His disciples were so baffled they were 
beside themselves 52 That’s because they hadn’t 
understood about the loaves. Their hearts had been 
changed so that they resisted God’s ways. 
 
As the text reminds us this occurs immediately after 
the feeding of the 5,000. The disciples didn’t 
understand the loaves. Their hearts had hardened and 
they resisted God’s ways. 
 
Unfortunately the most vocal Christians in our time 
are clear that we follow Jesus best by caring for what 
he never taught. We should be pro-life, but only 
potential life, because people who get pregnant and 
can’t afford the child should be poor and 
impoverished. We should be clear that marriage is 
between one man and one woman, although we don’t 
really mean it. Somehow marriage is compromised by 
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same sex weddings and it isn’t by multiple divorces of 
heterosexual couples. We are afraid and we don’t want 
to hear that the gospel is presented to us in 
community not to me as an individual. 
 
Imagine if we believed that and could walk out this 
door into Times Square and figure out a way to say to 
the crowds, be not afraid? If we are to be the church 
we must figure out how to do just that. I don’t know 
how to do it but I do know that it is crucial. If we 
don’t figure out how to convince a frightened world 
and country that fear is a rejection of the Gospel, then 
we aren’t the church. We are in a boat in a mighty 
storm and Christ is being revealed all around us but 
our hearts are hardened and we can’t see it. He is there 
in everyone we want to imprison, refuse refuge to, 
discriminate against or any other condition of need. 
May our hearts and the hearts of our fellows be 
softened. 


