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Sermon on Matthew 14:22-33 by Pastor Jon Haug 
 
The movie Good Will Hunting is about a young man, played by Matt 
Damon, who is a genius, but comes from a difficult childhood.  Will is 
mathematically gifted off the charts, but struggles with relationships 
because of his past.  An orphan, moved from foster home to foster home, 
abused by his caregivers, Will struggles to connect and so ends up in 
therapy, not by choice, but as a condition of his acceptance into Harvard. 
He discards therapists left and right until he meets Sean, played by the late 
Robin Williams, who won an Academy Award for this role. There in Sean’s 
office Will, in his typical fashion of trying to get under the skin of each new 
therapist, notices a painting behind Sean of someone alone in a boat at sea 
during a storm.  
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(THE ORIGINAL WATERCOLOR PAINTING, BY DIRECTOR GUS VAN SANT, FROM GOOD WILL HUNTING, 
INSCRIBED TO WILLIAMS 
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/robin-williamss-prized-memento-from-good-will-hunting) 
 
 

 The identity of the figure is unclear, but they are at the long oars in the 
boat that is clearly being tossed amongst the waves of a storm.  What Will 
doesn't know at first is that in the movie Sean painted this himself and that 
it reminds him a bit of the pain he feels from losing his beloved wife to 
cancer.  It's a lonely image.  It has a feeling of desperation felt all by 
oneself with no help in sight.  Giving the painting even more meaning 
outside of the context of the movie, director of the movie Gus Van Sant is 
the one who painted it and gifted it to Robin Williams, who we know 
tragically took his own life on August 11, 2014, almost exactly 6 years ago, 
due to complications from Lewy Body Dementia.  The image of the painting 
is beautiful and sticks with me, all the more due to my love for that movie 
and the actor Robin Williams. 
 
This week the Bible story puts us at sea with the disciples.  They are not 
alone in a boat, which is better for them, but they are in the middle of a bad 
storm, being tossed by the waves.  But how did they get there?  Just before 
this scene Jesus and the disciples fed 5,000 men plus women and children 
with just two fish and five loaves of bread, a miracle of God’s abundance in 
a world that only sees scarcity.  But recall that just before that moment 
Jesus tried to get some rest.  He has compassion on the crowds and 
forgoes his rest to heal them and feed them with food and God’s love.  And 
just before that he learned that his cousin, one he’s known since his birth, 
and really you could say since they were in the wombs of their mothers, 
was brutally killed by the King for sport really.  Jesus hasn’t gotten a 
chance to properly grieve for someone he loved.  So after the miraculous 
feeding he tries to get away again, knowing he needs it.  In fact the lines 
right after it says that he feeds the crowd are, “Immediately he made the 
disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, whie he 
dismissed the crowds.  And after he dismissed the crowds, he went up the 

http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2018/creating-a-stage-collection-of-marsha-and-robin-williams-n09977/lot.187.html
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/robin-williamss-prized-memento-from-good-will-hunting
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mountain by himself to pray.”  Going up the mountain means connecting to 
God by himself, centering himself again, perhaps grieving for his cousin, 
and resting in the beauty and union with the Holy.  It says in the evening, 
Jesus was alone still, and the boat the disciples were in was battered by 
waves and far from shore. It’s not until morning that they will see Jesus 
again. 
 
Do you feel like you are in a boat as sea in the middle of a storm?  For me 
this is almost a perfect metaphor for what it feels like living sheltering in 
place during pandemic--a big storm, tossing me emotionally up and down, 
battering me with new information of doom each passing week.  I’ve asked 
in my prayers, How long, O, Lord?  I’ve wondered where the heck Jesus is 
in all of this, in a time when our country is waking up each day to news of 
more cases of COVID-19 and deaths, of where the newest resurgence of 
the disease is.  And if that wasn’t enough there’s another pandemic of 
racism that people are waking up to as well, discovering another video of 
white bodies not honoring black and brown bodies with words or violence 
exposing the unresolved issues of racism that our nation was founded on 
that still festers in our culture.  
 
And I think I’ve discovered another pandemic or sorts, one I’m calling a 
pandemic of grief and loss.  Annika Remme highlighted this for me last 
week during the coffee chat when she reflected on the unexpected things 
she’s experienced as a high school senior graduating during this pandemic. 
She said she’s obviously kept in touch with her best friends as best she 
could, but the real loss she has felt are all the friendships and 
acquaintances she had experienced daily that just ended with no closure at 
all, people she was in class with or roamed the halls of high school with 
that mattered to her but that she likely never see again.  She never got to 
say goodbye.  I thought about that and multiplied it by the countless ways 
our world ahs experience this more subtle losses of closure, compounded 
with the grief of over 700,000 deaths worldwide and the families, friends, 
loved ones, and acquaintances of those people, and I think it’s safe to say 
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we are in a pandemic of grief and loss too.  It can feel like a big storm, one 
where we are pretty alone and fighting for our lives to get out of, with no 
end in sight.  Will we be able to row until morning, or will the storm pull us 
under?  
 
Steven Johnson shared with me a metaphor a friend had shared with him 
about this current moment in time.  We are all in the same storm, we are 
just in different boats.  How true I thought.  Depending on your personality 
and depending on your home situation and who you live with this storm can 
be a very different experience from household to household.  I’ve heard 
some introverts tell me this is a dream for them as they shelter in place with 
books they’ve longed to read. I’ve heard from extroverts at their wits end, 
pining for human interaction.  There are families with young kids struggling 
to navigate daily life and the spaces between them, there are couples 
binding together and those growing farther apart.  There are homes that 
are safe and those where abuse makes them more dangerous than ever. 
We are all in the same storm, but we are in different boats, and that may 
make the experience of the storm quite unique for each of us.  
 
Back to our friends, the disciples, still in their boat at sea, being rocked by 
waves. They are all in the same boat and have been struggling for an 
evening, when they see what appears to be a ghost coming to them on the 
water.  Could it be that Jesus is so well rested and centered that no storm 
can unsettle him?  Peter, in the same storm as his friends, but how do we 
say, always managing to have a slightly different experience than the rest, 
says something quite interesting.  He says, “Lord, if it is you..”  Now he 
heard this ghost say, “Take heart, it is I, ‘ego eimi’’ in hebrew, which is code 
for Yaweh, the name of God. “‘Ego eimi,’ it is I.  Do not be afraid.” And 
Peter says, “If it is you?”  How honest of “Rocky” to say such a thing.  He 
asks to walk to him on the water and Jesus tells him to come.  Peter starts 
out great, but as the wind picks up he falters and begins to sink, like a rock. 
Will the storm overtake him?  I imagine Peter’s eyes shift from this ghostly 
Jesus to his feet, as he sees them beginning to go under.  I can feel his 



5 

heart begin to race and his breath begin to get more panicky.  He cries out 
“Lord, save me.” 
 
Notice what happens next. There isn’t even a pause between Peter’s 
request and Jesus’s help.  It says, “Jesus immediately reached out his 
hand and caught him.”  Jesus is there immediately.  
 
This made me think about the painting from the movie Good Will Hunting 
with a new perspective.  What if the painting was really too narrow of a 
view?  What if that person in the boat only looks all alone because we are 
limited by the border of the painting and what if we could zoom out to see a 
harbor filled with other boats, all in the same storm?  What if help wasn’t so 
very far away indeed, and at least company in the midst of the misery of 
rowing during a storm? What if the harbor isn’t half empty so to speak, but 
rather it is half full?  What if the painting were more like this one, called 
Volga Song by Wassily Kandinsky.  It’s a harbor full of boats that are full of 
people, gathered together in community. 
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(https://www.wikiart.org/en/wassily-kandinsky/volga-song-1906) 
 
So I ask you, are you in a storm all by yourself, or can you see Jesus 
reaching out to you immediately, in your friends, family, and church 
community--reaching to you in love.  
 
In a way we have it better than the disciples ever did.  Because of Jesus 
life, death, resurrection, and sending of the Holy Spirit, the Advocate 
breathed into the life of Chrsitan community, we have immediate access to 
the Spirit of God in a new way that the disciples didn’t even have while 
Jesus was alive.  If you say, “Lord, save me,” you can count on Christ to be 
right there.  As Paul writes in Romans, “...Because if you confess with your 
lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from 
the dead, you will be saved.”  And when your feet get back to shore, they 

https://www.wikiart.org/en/wassily-kandinsky/volga-song-1906
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can be beautiful feet bringing good news of God’s love and grace to a 
hurting world in need of that message, now more than ever. 
 
So I guess we have a choice to make in response to this moment in time 
and in response to the love of God we have experienced in Christ.  We are 
in a storm, no choice there.  And we may be in different boats.  But we can 
choose to put our heads down, alone, and row depressed and desperate. 
Or we can look around, see that we are not alone, that the harbor is full of 
boats, and that the Spirit of God is immediately there for us in our faith. We 
can live hoping against hope for a better tomorrow, for a time when we will 
all gather together in church or wrapped in the loving arms of Jesus, who 
saves us from the storm.  
 
We are all in the same storm, and we may have different boats, but we 
trust in the one same everlasting God.  You are never totally alone and 
never without the help of Christ.  So take heart, pick your head up, and 
keep rowing! 
 
AMEN! 
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Matthew 14:22-33 
22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to 
the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 23 And after he had 
dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When 
evening came, he was there alone, 24 but by this time the boat, battered by 
the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. 25 And 
early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. 26 But when 
the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, "It is a 
ghost!" And they cried out in fear. 27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them 
and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid." 28 Peter answered him, 
"Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." 29 He said, 
"Come." So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and 
came toward Jesus. 30 But when he noticed the strong wind, he became 
frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, "Lord, save me!" 31 Jesus 
immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, "You of 
little faith, why did you doubt?" 32 When they got into the boat, the wind 
ceased. 33 And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the 
Son of God." 
 
Romans 10:5-15 
5 Moses writes concerning the righteousness that comes from the law, that 
"the person who does these things will live by them." 6 But the 
righteousness that comes from faith says, "Do not say in your heart, "Who 
will ascend into heaven?' " (that is, to bring Christ down) 7 "or "Who will 
descend into the abyss?' " (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 8 But 
what does it say? "The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart" 
(that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); 9 because if you confess with 
your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 
from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For one believes with the heart and so 
is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. 11 The 
scripture says, "No one who believes in him will be put to shame." 12 For 
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there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all 
and is generous to all who call on him. 13 For, "Everyone who calls on the 
name of the Lord shall be saved." 14 But how are they to call on one in 
whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in one of whom 
they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to 
proclaim him? 15 And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent? 
As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" 
 
 
 


