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It was 3:00 am. The Apostles, in the darkest hours of 

the night, were several hundred yards from shore, being 

tossed about by the wind and waves.  Imagine yourself in the 

boat with them, struggling to stay afloat, fearing that, at any 

moment, the boat may capsize and you would drown. In the 

midst of this, the mysterious shadow of a figure appears in the 

darkness, walking on the water toward you, amid the wind 

and waves.  This figure would have been dimly illuminated 

only by the moon or the stars. And you wonder, who or what 

is this? Is it a vision, a ghost, an evil spirit?  Would you not be 

terrified, and begin crying out, just like the disciples?  

Jesus does not identify Himself. He simply says, “It is I; 

do not be afraid”.  Peter must have recognized the Lord’s 

voice. He says, “Lord, if it is really you, tell me to come to you 

across the water.”  “Come!”, Jesus says.  Peter steps out onto 

the water and proceeds toward Jesus, but then, he falters. 

Fearful of the wind and waves, he begins to sink into the dark 

waters, which, unless Jesus had saved him, would certainly 

have meant his death. Jesus and Peter, then, enter the boat 

and suddenly the wind and waves cease. What is the meaning 

of all this?  

Everything that happened that night occurred on the 

Sea of Galilee, that is, on the water. Water is a natural symbol.  

Since we use it to wash, for example, it lends itself for use in 

rituals of spiritual cleansing and purification. We see this 

extensively in Judaism at the time. Think of John the Baptist, 

for instance. As Christians, the first thing that comes to mind is 

the washing away of our sins through Baptism. Water is also 

reviving and essential to living.  And so, it’s an apt symbol of 

renewal and the spiritual life.  Water, however, is also very 

dangerous.  It causes destruction and death.  Living near the 

coast, we’re familiar with the devastating storm surge from 
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hurricanes, and the extreme flooding from tropical storms. In 

other places around the world there is the massive power of 

tsunamis and river rapids, and of course, just being out on the 

ocean during a storm.  Thus, water is essential to life and a 

threat to life. It is, then, a natural symbol of life and death.  

This is why St. Paul says that in the waters of Baptism, we die 

with Christ and rise with Him (Rom 6:3-5).   

The Apostles, then, tossed about by the waves, are 

confronted with their mortality. Water, in that moment, 

represented death in a very real way.  And in the darkness 

that enveloped them, they encountered their fears, the 

uncertainty, the unknown, the turmoil and anxieties of life. 

Jesus, walking on the water toward them, through the 

darkness, reveals that He is the master of life and death. In 

Him, there is nothing to fear in the dark of night, nothing to 

fear in the waters of death. Jesus, walking on the water, is a 

miraculous and prophetic sign of our Lord who later would 

appear to the Apostles in His Resurrection. 

What Peter and the Apostles experienced that night 

was a foreshadowing of a time, soon to come, when they 

would, again, fear for their lives.  Jesus would be arrested and 

put to death, and Peter, along with the other Apostles, except 

John, would abandon the Lord. They were, in that moment, 

plunged into the darkness of night, and into a struggle with 

the wind and waves.  That is to say, they were in the midst of 

utter confusion and face to face with death. 

When Jesus appeared to them after the Resurrection, 

the Apostles were terrified.  They thought they were seeing a 

ghost, just as they did before when Jesus came walking on the 

water.  And as before, Jesus reassures them and calms their 

fears.  
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Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in 
your hearts?  Look at my hands and my feet; see that it 
is I myself.  

“It is I.” These are the same words that Jesus spoke to them as 

He walked toward them on the water (Luke 24:38–39).  And 

didn’t our Lord say the same sort of thing to them about their 

fears and doubts when they were in the boat? He said, “Get a 

hold of yourselves. […] Do not be afraid”. And to Peter, the 

same kind thing, He said, “How little faith you have. Why did 

you falter?” 

Now, the Apostles represent all of us believers, the 

Church.  We see ourselves in them.  On the one hand, like the 

Apostles, we are committed to Jesus.  On the other hand, like 

the Apostles, we fall away from Him.  But we also see, in the 

Apostles, our hope for complete conversion as they were 

finally converted. This conversion is seen, most clearly, in 

Peter.  

In answering the Lord’s call to follow Him, Peter was 

on fire for the Lord, committed to Him, boldly asserting that 

He would die for the Lord.  And yet, he fell way. He 

vehemently denied Jesus, cursing and swearing, that he did 

not even know the Man.  Are we not like Peter? We want to 

follow Jesus, be faithful to Him, love Him with all our mind and 

heart.  And would we not want to say, with Peter, that we 

would give up our life for the Lord, rather than ever deny 

Him?  Peter, however, failed the Lord, in a monumental way.  

What made it worse is how he insisted that although the 

others would deny Him, he would never do so.  Are we really 

any different than Peter?  Are we better than he?  I don’t 

think so.  

Peter exemplifies the failings of all of us sinners, but he 

is ultimately transformed, completely converted.  His 

conversion teaches us, his fellow sinners, two very important 
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things.  The first is this. Peter failed Jesus in a big way, but 

Peter deeply loved the Lord.  How do we know this? It seems 

like a contradiction, does it not, since Peter denied Jesus? We 

know of Peter’s love because of his tears.  The bitterness, and 

profound pain, the anguish of his weeping, was the measure 

of his love for the Lord.  His sorrow, for having denied Jesus, 

was not despair, by any means. It was love, on fire in his heart 

that pained him so much.  It was this sorrow of sorrows in 

Peter’s heart that converted him, fully, to the Lord. Peter 

tasted the painful, purifying sweetness of Divine Love.  In that 

moment, he was finally emptied of himself, his pride, his 

presumption, his egotism, his delusion of personal greatness 

and strength. 

Various writers in the early church report that Peter 

was martyred in Rome by being crucified upside down. He 

wanted his crucifixion to be upside down because he was not 

worthy to die as our Lord did. This time, Peter did not deny 

the Lord. Thus, was Peter truly and fully converted.  He 

fulfilled the first and greatest commandment.  He loved the 

Lord, His God, with all his heart, with all his mind and with all 

his strength.  

The conversion of Peter represents the conversion that 

took place among all of the Apostles.  It is the same 

conversion that has taken place among all of the Church’s 

saints from the very beginning.  It is the same conversion that 

the Lord offers us, and that which we must seek.  

Our particular circumstances in life are different than 

Peter’s and the Apostles’, but we have the same conversion 

set before us (Heb 12:1-2).  We are in the boat, amid the wind 

and waves.  We fear the struggles of this life. We fear 

suffering and death as they did.  We love the Lord; we want to 

follow Him without reserve, but because of our sins, we deny 
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Him.  But He does not abandon us, just as He did not abandon 

Peter but took him by the hand. 

When we feel the winds of death pressing against us, 

and the waves of fear battering us and tossing us about, and 

we begin to falter, when we begin to sink, we must turn back 

to Jesus. He will extend His hand to us over the waters of sin 

and death, just as He extended His hand to catch Peter, if only 

we would cry out like Peter, “Lord, save me!” 

Do we doubt this? Do we doubt His mercy?  Then think 

of Peter.  Jesus knew him quite well, his faults and failings, sins 

and egotism.  He knew that Peter would angrily deny Him 

three times.  And yet, what does Jesus do? Does He abandon 

Peter to the wind and waves?  No. He stretches out his hand 

and saves him. It is here, at this point, that we discover the 

second thing that Peter’s conversion teaches us.  

Peter could not save himself, neither by his own 

strength and faith, nor by his own power. It was the Lord 

alone who saved him.  It should not surprise us, then, that on 

our own, we cannot conquer ourselves. We cannot overcome 

our sins. The reason we need a savior is precisely because we 

are sinners who cannot save ourselves. This is why Jesus has 

such tremendous patience and compassion for us.  

It is true that the way to Him is not easy; it’s hard 

(Matt 7:13-14).  This is clear in the lives of Peter and the 

Apostles, and the saints. There is no use in denying it. And so, 

if we would follow Him, then, we must face the wind and 

waves, that is to say, the conversion of our soul.  But we must 

not forget that it is the Lord who saves us.  Apart from Him we 

can do nothing. Let us, then, seek for ourselves the conversion 

of Peter, the Apostles and the saints.  And let us not be afraid, 

but trust in the Lord to save us. 


