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Live without fear, your creator has made you holy, has always protected you, and loves 
you with a power and a presence that is stronger than death. 
-St. Clare of Assisi1 
 
Please be seated. 
 
Our Gospel today once again features Peter, in all his Peter-ness. Enthusiastic. Well-
intentioned. And oh, so full of human frailty.   
 
After preaching and feeding thousands, Jesus puts his disciples in a boat and sends 
them off across the Sea of Galilee, while Jesus himself takes a bit of quiet time for 
prayer. In the night, as the disciples are way out in the sea, over deep water, a storm 
comes up. Strong winds. Lots of waves.  
 
Now some of the disciples were experienced fisherpersons, comfortable on the water. I 
imagine they started taking action—bailing water, pointing the bow of the boat into the 
wind, rowing hard. Others, however, were likely less familiar with boats. Here, I’m 
thinking in particular of Matthew, the former tax collector. I can just see him cowering, 
holding on to the seat for dear life and trying to stay out of the way of those who knew 
what they were doing. 
 
In the midst of the storm, they spot what appears to be a person walking toward them. 
But with all the wind and the rain, I imagine it’s hard to be sure just what it is they are 
seeing. Yet, as the thing comes closer, it does, in fact, look more and more like a 
person, walking toward them, on top of the water.  
 
Now, in addition to the storm, they are seeing things! As the person comes closer, they 
cry out in fear. And Jesus answers them, “Take heart; it is I; be not afraid.”  
 
Most of the sermons and commentaries I consulted as I researched this passage focus 
on the next bit, where Peter challenges Jesus—if it’s really you, tell me to come to you. 
Jesus tells Peter to come, Peter with his usual enthusiasm, jumps out of the boat and 
starts walking on the water. Then, when he notices how deep the water is, how large the 
waves, he loses his focus, begins to doubt, and starts to sink. He calls out to Jesus, 
who reaches out, pulls him up, and chides him, “Oh ye of little faith, why did you doubt?” 
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This passage is often seen as a lesson on doubt, calling out Peter for his perceived lack 
of faith, and encouraging us all to focus on Jesus, to keep the faith, and, in doing so, 
these experts proclaim, we will be able to do anything, even walk on water!  
 
But here’s the thing. I’m not Peter. I have a strong suspicion that I am much more like 
one of the other disciples, who stayed in the boat. Paddling fiercely. Bailing frantically. 
Holding on for dear life. Filled with fear. 
 
And that’s what I’d like to take a bit of time to reflect on today. Fear.  
 
According to the University of Minnesota’s Center for Healing,” fear is a human emotion 
that is triggered by a perceived threat. It is a basic survival mechanism that signals our 
bodies to respond to danger with a fight or flight response. As such, it is an essential 
part of keeping us safe. However, when people live in constant fear, whether from 
physical dangers in their environment or threats they perceive, they can experience 
negative impacts in all areas of their lives and even become incapacitated.”2 
 
Chronic fear, regular exposure to situations or thoughts that trigger a fear response, has 
a number of negative impacts on humans. Our physical health is damaged. Fear 
weakens our immune system and can contribute to heart problems, digestive issues, 
and accelerated ageing, among other things. 
 
Studies also show that fear negatively affects our memories. It can cause damage to 
certain parts of the brain, making it more difficult to form and access long-term 
memories. It really is harder to remember, to think clearly, when we are in a state of 
constant, low-grade panic. 
 
Fear impacts our brain processing and reactivity. It can interrupt process in our brains 
that allow us to regulate emotions, read non-verbal cues, reflect before acting. It 
impacts our thinking and decision-making in negative ways, leaving us susceptible to 
intense emotions and impulsive reactions. When we are driven by fear, we make poor 
decisions. 
 
And finally, fear has a negative impact on mental health. Long-term consequences of 
fear include fatigue, clinical depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress. 
 
So, chronic fear is clearly not good for us. Yet, it seems that we as a society are 
surrounded by a lot of pressures that are fear inducing. This last week, I was reading a 
piece, a novel, written about a woman’s struggles as she deals with her father’s 
advancing Alzheimer’s. And one of the things that struck me was how much fear there 
was. It seemed to infuse the book, appearing on each page. The father’s fears as he 
realized that the advancing disease was stealing his memories, impacting his life. The 
daughter’s fears as she worried about her father’s physical safety and emotional health, 
as she dealt with the challenges of finding—and paying for—care, as she also worried 

 
2 h;ps://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/impact-fear-and-anxiety 



about whether she, too, would one day face this disease—and who would care for her if 
such a situation arose.  
 
These are real fears, valid fears, brought on by circumstances around us. Just as the 
disciple’s fears of the storm were real, were valid, were stimulated by danger. Fear is 
part of the way we as human beings respond to situations that are beyond us, that have 
the potential to be dangerous to us. Yes, we can hide our fears. We can push down 
some of the responses. We can pretend we have it under control. Eventually, however, 
our fears will find a way to bubble to the surface, to express themselves perhaps 
through physical challenges, perhaps through emotional reactions. 
 
But here’s the thing—fear is a normal response to a potentially dangerous situation. 
God created us to function this way. Fear, in and of itself, is not a bad thing. It is not 
intrinsically wrong.  
 
But too much fear, living in a state of constant anxiety, that can be a problem. That can 
cause damage, to our health, to our relationships, to our community. And today, we 
have a lot of fear around us. Some of it very real, due to threats that seem beyond our 
control—changing climate, unpredictable gun violence, pandemics, economic crises, 
health challenges.  
 
So, what can we do about fear? How can we recognize our fears, acknowledge and 
address them, while not living in a state of chronic fear that is damaging to ourselves 
and those around us? 
 
Once again, our Gospel text gives us guidance—not in Peter’s actions, but in Jesus 
words. When Jesus recognized the disciples’ fear, he spoke to them. Take heart. It is I. 
Be not afraid.  
 
Take heart. Robert Holmes, an expert on idioms, writes, “To "Take Heart" is to take 
control of your mind so that you can be brave, courageous etc .and face difficult times.”3 
It doesn’t mean avoiding what is causing the fear, pretending all is well. To take heart is 
to recognize the potential dangers, to face those challenges, but to do so while holding 
tight to what is good, to the knowledge that the storm will end, that safety is possible. 
 
It is I. Sometimes translated as I am. This is seen as a reference to God, one of the 
names that appears in various places in the Bible. The Great I am. Here, Jesus is 
reminding his disciples—and us—that God is with us, in the storm, in the darkness, in 
the midst of fear. We are not alone. God is with us. Holding out a hand to us. Pulling us 
up when we begin to sink under the waves. We are not alone. 
 
Be not afraid. Ah, so easy to say yet often so difficult to do. Acknowledge the danger but 
do not live in anxiety. Recognize the need to act, to live, yet do not let that life be 
governed by fear. Understand, embrace the way our bodies, our minds, our emotions 
work. Rejoice in the intricate and complex responses we have to the world around us. 

 
3 Source: theidioms.com, Robert Holmes 
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Accept that fear is part of who and what we are—and in that acceptance, know that we 
do not need to remain in that place. We do not need to let fear control our lives. Be not 
afraid. 
 
Before we close today, I’d like to ask you all to take a few minutes to reflect, to think 
about what it is in your life that causes fear, that triggers anxiety. There’s a lot in our 
world that can push us into a dark and fearful space. Perhaps it’s health issues. 
Perhaps it’s money, a fear that our savings will run out. Perhaps it’s family, concerns 
about how we interact with those we love, how we can take care of them. Perhaps it’s 
community, the challenges we face collectively as we try to live in a world filled with 
dangers as well as joys.  
 
Take a moment and think about what it is that is causing you to sink, to act and react 
with fear. And now, take heart. Know that you are not alone in facing whatever it is that 
challenges you. God, the Creator and Sustainer of All, is with you. Your church 
community is with you. Be not afraid. 
 
Take heart. It is I. Be not afraid. 
 
With Jesus’ words, the winds died down. The waves calmed. Peace returned and the 
disciples were once again able to recognize Jesus who stood before them, who held 
them, who loved them just as they were.  
 
Take heart. It is I. Be not afraid. 
 
With these words, we too can feel the winds die down. We can see the waves calm. We 
can open ourselves to peace. And we can recognize that Jesus stands before us, holds 
us, and loves us just as we are. 
 
Take heart. It is I. Be not afraid. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


