
“Take Heart, It is I!” 

Mark 6: 45-52 

 

Sometime in 1869, the famous American writer Mark Twain, whose real name was Samuel 

Langhorne Clemens was accompanied by his wife on a trip to the Holy Land. They were staying 

in Capernaum near the Sea of Galilee. It was a moonlit night and the weather was perfect, which 

gave Twain the romantic notion of taking his wife on a boat ride on the Sea of Galilee. They 

walked down to the pier, and Twain asked a man sitting in a rowboat how much he would charge 

to row them out on the water. Twain was dressed in his usual white suit, white shoes, and white 

Texas hat. The oarsman, presuming him to be a wealthy Texan from the Americas, said, “About 

twenty-five dollars, sir.” Mark Twain thanked him, and as he walked away with his wife on his 

arm, he was heard to exclaim, “Now I know why Jesus walked on water!”1 

On this Reign of Christ Sunday, we have a story about Jesus that is difficult to explain and hard 

to ponder. The traditional interpretation – the one I remember from “Sunday School” perhaps you 

too — has focused on its literal miraculous dimension. Jesus is so powerful that he can even walk 

on water. “Take heart, It is I. Don’t be afraid.” When Jesus said, “It is I,” the disciples heard and 

saw in him the very Word of God, who had spoken to Moses from the burning bush and said, “I 

am who I am.” They began to identify Jesus with the God of creation, who was “moving over the 

face of the waters”. They saw Jesus as the God, who holds ultimate power over storms, chaos, 

and evil. They experienced him as the Lord, who did not and would not abandon them, even in 

the most fearful circumstances. Most of all, in Jesus, they felt the love and compassion of God.    

But there is something missing in that explanation. It did not answer questions like: Why did 

Mark’s community include this story in their account of Jesus? What makes this story a miracle? 

How do we make this story relevant in today’s hearing and reflecting? Here’s what I have figured 

out. For this miracle and all other miracle stories of Jesus, they must be interpreted beyond their 

literal meanings and look at their metaphorical nuances in order to make the story relevant in our 

day and age. I take wisdom from Marcus Borg when he said that: “taking the Jesus story literally 
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… may lead us to losing track of the rich metaphorical meanings of the gospel texts. They become 

factual reports about past happenings rather than metaphorical narratives of present 

significance.”2  

We have to remember that the Gospel of Mark was not written to be a history. That is not how 

the writers who wrote and rewrote Jewish scripture expected their work to be read. The stories 

were oral accounts put to writing of what the people understood of how this man Jesus lived. 

Many of us here, myself included, still read the Bible because when we read it, we may find 

meanings that help us walk through life. We read scripture because in these stories we can hear 

God’s voice through our lived experience speaking to us.  So now we wonder: what is the writer 

of the Gospel of Mark trying to tell us? To understand this story of Jesus walking on water, we 

have to look at the historical context of first century, particularly Mark’s community. We need to 

understand the challenges facing those who first heard this story, particularly by a first century 

Jew. And then we need to see how the metaphors in Mark’s account might speak to us. 

Mark was written around 70 CE, the same year that Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed by 

the Roman Empire. There were Jewish revolts all over the land.  In fact, Mark was referred to as 

a wartime gospel. Those who first heard Mark’s “Jesus walking on water” story faced a growing 

threat from Rome. In the Roman Empire, everyone was expected to worship the emperor. Jews, 

as members of a religion formed before the rise of Rome, were allowed to practice their faith. But 

those who became part of a new faith, such as the early followers of Jesus, began to endure 

increasing pressure to worship as Rome dictated. Now we can see how a small group of early 

Christians might feel as if they were in small boat being tossed about in a terrible storm.  Mark’s 

community believed that Jesus was to bring about a new kindom – a new empire not of violence 

and aggression as symbolized by Rome, but one of compassion and love and justice. What 

actually happened during that early morning hour when the disciples saw Jesus walking on water 

is not so easily understood. However, the meaning of this story, then and now, is clear! This story 

brought comfort and strength to the first followers of Jesus as they faced persecution and even 
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martyrdom amidst the imperial storm called Rome. The early church found that Jesus’ teachings 

and his way of life gave them hope despite the hardships they were facing at that time. In the hour 

of need, Jesus came to them. When they were hard pressed and life was a real struggle, Jesus was 

there to give comfort and help.  

Our understanding of this story grows if we look at the meaning of water in Jewish thought and 

scripture. Nadia Bolz Weber’s words make sense: “In the Hebraic thought, water represents much 

more than water. Whether we are talking about the chaos that exists before God separates the 

water and the dry land; the great flood of a roaring river; or the depth of the deep blue sea, in 

Jewish thought water represents chaos and disorder – and a threat to human life. This idea is 

supported in Jewish scripture… God commands the Red Sea parts to make dry land for the people 

of Israel as they flee from Pharaoh’s army. God tramples on the waves, we hear in the Book of 

Job. So when Jesus is said to have walked on water the author of Mark is portraying Jesus as 

doing something that only God can do. Jesus says: “Take heart, it is I, do not be afraid.” The 

words in Greek are the same words that are used as the Hebrew name of God, “I Am”  that is 

revealed to Moses at the burning bush. So Mark has Jesus trampling over the waves to announce 

I Am is here. Mark portrays Jesus as identifying himself with God. His words bring his disciples 

courage and end their fear. No doubt they had a similar effect on those who first heard this story.” 

Do you see yourself in this story? Because I’m sure some of us are like the disciples in the boat 

who are afraid. Maybe you are so caught up in the fear of making the wrong decision that you 

can’t make any decision at all. Or maybe you are stepping into the unknown – a new relationship 

or a new job or you’ve just moved to a new place leaving behind the familiar. Or maybe you are 

sinking financially or undergoing emotional difficulties. Maybe you’re the one in the boat looking 

in wonder what you’ve just seen and trying to understand the mystery of it all. Maybe you’re the 

one who bears witness to the miracle and can’t help but say “truly this is God.” Maybe you feel 

like Jesus braving the water – symbol for storms in life. Maybe you are like Jesus – reaching out 

to others in need – a shoulder to cry on, a friend for those who are sinking in bottomless need. 

We all have been there. The good news is that the very storms of life that test our faith can also 

inspire faith. For our fears remind us of our need of someone close to heart, a friend, a family 



member, a community, a higher being, Jesus, when we are unable to save ourselves from our 

storms in life. And, for those who believe in a higher being, our fears can lead us to a deeper trust.  

Whether you agree with me or not, storms confront us all the time. Storms. That is where the 

disciples were, the recurring place of the church, the community, the individual, the place where 

we live. Sometimes those storms are commonly shared by people. Today, no-one is untouched 

by global warming and climate change. Islands in the Pacific find themselves underwater. 

California experiences the worst drought and wildfires. Ottawa was visited by tornadoes when 

before it did not happen. There are storms that take place among individuals and communities. 

We heard of the news of aggression and assault in St. Michael’s College in Toronto this week 

and the death of another aboriginal woman in Nova Scotia.  I’m sure the families of those victims 

are going through a storm today. Later in the service we will pray for others whose personal boats 

are being crashed by waves. Maybe it’s illness, maybe it’s a fractured relationship, maybe it’s 

economic uncertainty. Sometimes the storms are visible to others and sometimes they are hidden, 

but the storms are very real and we need to take them seriously. 

Jesus calls out to his disciples in the storm, “take heart. It is I” He was there to calm their senses 

and ease up their fear. It’s like leaning on to someone who gives you comfort. Perhaps we can be 

like Jesus too. We reach out to those who are in the midst of storm. Take heart. It is I. Don’t worry 

– it’s me. Your friend.  I’m here to help you. I’ll be your shoulder to cry on. I’m just a phone call 

way. I’ll be there for you. 

 

I am not here to convince you to believe this story as a miracle or not. The miracle is there, if we 

would only see it. The miracle lies within us to make it happen. I want to encourage you to walk on 

water, to take risks and make the impossible possible – to journey together -  confident that in the 

storms of life, we will find the words that will keep us grounded, calm and assured.  Take heart. 

It is I. Amen. 

 

Sources: Works of Nadia Bolz-Weber, Pastor Dawn, Bill McKinney 


