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THE NINETEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
1 Kgs 19:9,11-13; Ps 85:9,10,11-12,13-14; Rom 9:1-5; Mt 14:22-33 

 

JESUS’ COMPASSION FOR PETER 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

August 12, 2017, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

August 13, 2017, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Parish Masses; 6:00 p.m. Vikings Mass 

 

In the gospel that we just heard, 

  what impresses you most about Jesus? 

 

If we were at Family Feud, 

  and if there was a survey of the studio audience, and the question was: 

  “On the stormy night when the disciples were in the boat, 

      and they were in danger of capsizing and drowning, 

      what most impressed you about Jesus?” 

 

One hundred people responded. 

 

The top two answers on the board are. 

The survey says: 

  when Jesus walked on the water; and 

  when Jesus calmed the storm at sea. 

 

Jesus performed two incredible miracles that night, 

  things that you and I simply cannot do. 

I don’t know about you, 

  but when I walk on the water, I sink. 

When the civil defense sirens go off, 

  and the TV weather map shows a large area of orange and red coming our way, 

  and the Doppler Weather Radar shows that the clouds are rotating, 

  I have never once gone outside, stared at the dark clouds, raised my arms, 

  and issued the order:  “Be still.” 

If I did, the neighbors would probably say, 

  “His elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top floor,” 

  and they would be right. 

When the storm comes, we run for cover. 

 

We have two very impressive miracles here. 

The top two answers on the board are: 

  Jesus walked on the water; 

  Jesus calmed the storm at sea. 

 

People are very impressed with a grand show of power. 

These two miracles are proof-positive that Jesus is all-powerful, 

  that Jesus is the Son of  God! (see Mt 14:33). 
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But there is something else that really impresses me about Jesus, 

  and my answer would not be either of the top two answers on the board. 

 

Jesus’ first concern is people. 

  Jesus might be concerned about the stormy weather. 

  Jesus might be concerned about the crashing waves. 

  But for Jesus, people are always Number One. 

 

If I was filling out the survey for Family Feud, 

  and if I was asked, “What most impressed you about Jesus that stormy night?” 

  my reply would be, “The loving way that Jesus rescued Peter.” 

 

Bit by bit, I’ve been sharing some parts of my personal life before I became a priest. 

One thing that you probably don’t know about me  

  is that I was a life guard at a country club pool. 

Being a former lifeguard gives me a unique vantage point  

  into what happened on the sea that stormy night. 

I was not a great swimmer. 

In fact, I was rather average. 

I passed Senior Life Saving, but never achieved Water Safety Instructor. 

My stint as a lifeguard was short, only one summer. 

Lifeguarding is a pretty fun: 

  hanging out at the pool, 

  catching a few rays,  

  gabbing with the kids and their parents. 

 

For a lifeguard, the first concern is always the safety of the swimmers. 

If a swimmer gets into trouble, 

  whether it was the swimmer’s fault or not, 

  the lifeguard’s concern is the well-being of the swimmer, 

  and rescuing the swimmer, 

  and bringing the swimmer to safety. 

 

For all of my laying around, I did have one rescue that summer: 

  Marissa, a ten-year old girl who missed a dive and hit her head on the side of the pool. 

She had a deep laceration on her head, 

  it bled profusely, 

  and she suffered a concussion. 

It happened right in front of me. 

I dove in and pulled her out. 

Thank God, Marissa had a complete recovery. 

 

What most impresses me about Jesus is that he is the lifeguard. 

His first concern when Peter was in the water was Peter’s safety. 
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Peter was in a heap of trouble, 

  and it was his own foolishness that got him there. 

The DNR wouldn’t be happy with Peter. 

  He wasn’t wearing a life jacket. 

Jesus wasn’t happy with Peter. 

  Peter doubted and his faith wavered (Mt 14:31b) 

 

Jesus could have said, 

  “You got yourself in this mess.  Get yourself out.” 

  “Quit your whining!  Quit your belly-aching! 

      Why don’t you help yourself a try to swim?” 

Jesus could have just walked on by. 

 

Jesus and Peter are quite a contrast in characters. 

Just think how different Jesus and Peter were on that stormy night. 

 

Peter took his eyes off of Jesus. 

  Jesus maintained eye contact with Peter the whole time. 

Peter was distracted by the storm. 

  Jesus gave Peter his full and undivided attention. 

Peter was terrified. 

  Jesus remained cool, calm, and collected. 

Peter was sinking and moving away from Jesus. 

  Jesus remained right next to Peter. 

Peter’s arms were flailing in every direction. 

  Jesus’ arms were steady, strong, and ready. 

Peter was desperate. 

  Jesus stretched out his hand and caught Peter (Mt 14:31a). 

 

Jesus is the lifeguard. 

Jesus’ main concern was Peter and his safety. 

Jesus loved Peter, and Jesus, overlooking any mistakes that Peter may have made, 

  reached out his hand, took hold of his arm, pulled Peter up, and rescued him. 

 

When Family Feud put out their survey, 

  “What most impresses you about Jesus on that stormy night?” 

  my answer is not in the top two on the board. 

Yes, Jesus walked on the water. 

Yes, Jesus calmed the storm at sea. 

But for me, what most impressed me about Jesus that night, 

  is the way that Jesus lovingly rescued Peter. 

 

Why is the rescue of Peter so impressive? 

 

Peter is you. 

Peter is me. 
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Even though we have the best of intentions, 

  there are plenty of times that we take our eyes off of Jesus. 

Just think of how preoccupied we can be with our jobs and our worries. 

  And then we pay less and less attention to Jesus. 

We get in over our heads. 

We get swallowed up by all of the evil in the world that is swirling around us. 

And, misled and tricked by the monsters in the sea, 

  we give into their false and empty promises,  

    and we make bad choices and sin. 

 

When it comes to sinking, 

  it is you and I who are sinking. 

 

What most impresses me most about this gospel? 

 

Jesus is the lifeguard. 

We’re all in trouble. 

We get ourselves into terrible predicaments. 

Maybe we don’t even deserve to be rescued. 

But lifeguards don’t think that way. 

Jesus is watching us all the time. 

His first concern is our well-being. 

Jesus is the calm one. 

Jesus is right beside us. 

And when we need help, 

  particularly at the most troubled moments of our lives, 

  Jesus loves you and me so much, 

    that despite whatever bad choices we may have made, 

  he reaches out his hand, takes hold of us, pulls us up, and rescues us. 

 

The rescue of Peter gives me great hope for myself. 

It should give great hope to you, too. 

All of us have moments in our lives when we are sinking. 

Jesus is the lifeguard. 

  Jesus is the guardian of our lives. 

  Jesus is the guardian of our souls. 

 

The survey shows that Jesus was very impressive on at least three accounts that stormy night: 

  Jesus walked on the water; 

  Jesus calmed the storm at sea; 

  and Jesus lovingly stretched out his hand and rescued Peter. 

 

With these three impressive displays of power, 

  we, like the disciples, have come to know that: 

  “Beyond doubt, [Jesus is] the Son of God!” (Mt 14:33). 


