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“Recognizing Jesus” 

 

 Our journey with Jesus through the Gospel of Mark continues this week, with 

Jesus dismissing the crowd that gathered in that deserted place where the disciples were 

supposed to go by themselves to get some rest.  Last week, we remember, their plans for 

time away from their work and ministry were thwarted as the crowd caught up with 

them.  We read about the miracle of the feeding of the masses, when Jesus and the 

disciples fed that crowd with a few loaves of bread and two fish.  Now again, Jesus and 

his disciples are on the move; Jesus dismisses the crowd, instructs the disciples to head 

off in a boat to Bethsaida, with Jesus staying behind to go up to a mountain so he can 

pray by himself.   

The disciples are crossing the sea and Jesus has apparently caught up with them; 

he’s walking on the water and intends to pass them by.  But they see him, walking on 

the water – it’s dark, the middle of the night, the waters are rough – and they are 

terrified because they think he is a ghost.  We’ve spoken before of the mystery of the 

waters; the spirits that were believed to live in and among them; the fear that seems to 

lurk just below the surface with the unknown darkness and sea creatures beneath.  Jesus 

calms their fears, saying, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”  Instead of passing them 

by as he initially intended, he gets into the boat with them and the winds cease. 
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Why was Jesus going to pass them by in the first place?  The intention is a bit 

curious.  This may be a reference to the ways that God was present throughout their 

history.  The idea of Jesus passing them by might cause us to remember that great 

passage in 1 Kings where Elijah is told to wait by the mountain for the Lord is about to 

pass by.  After a strong wind, an earthquake, and a fire, God finally comes to Elijah in 

the sheer silence.  And how about when Jesus says to them, “it is I”?  We may 

remember Moses’ call to be the one to redeem the Israelites from slavery.  In Exodus 3 

God speaks to Moses through a burning bush, revealing God’s divine name to be, I AM.  

And when reading this passage Biblical scholars would even point us back to the book 

of Job in the Old Testament, when we are told that God is the one who “trampled the 

waves of the sea.” 

This story of Jesus walking on the water ties together the story of our faith – Jesus 

coming to the disciples as God incarnate, trampling on the waters, revealing who he is 

as the great “I AM” to the disciples, passing them by like God’s presence to Elijah.  

This story seems to heighten our experience of Jesus as the Christ, as God’s Messiah, 

the Chosen One – miracles of abundance with the great feeding, the healing of so many 

people, and now he is the great “I AM,” the one to conquer the seas and walk on water, 

the one to pass by disciples as God did to Elijah.  This story deepens our understanding 

of who Jesus is as our Savior, God-with-us.   

But we hear that the disciples are struggling; there is a disconnect with who Jesus 

is and their own understanding and their own faith; they don’t get it.  When Jesus gets 
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into the boat and the winds cease, about the disciples we read, “And they were utterly 

astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves… their hearts were hardened.” 

Perhaps when we read this, we get a little disappointed.  Come on, disciples!  There are 

so many signs, so many miracles; it seems so obvious to us that this is God’s Son, the 

Savior of the world, but they seem almost too dense or not just smart enough to get it.  I 

almost want to skip over that verse and just continue with more of Jesus’ healings.   

However – these verses of doubt, of not getting it, of having hard hearts, can be a 

real gift to us.  Because these verses allow us to be honest about our journey of faith.  

The disciples’ doubt and uncertainty gives us permission to reveal those places in us 

that are not strong, and are not sure, and are weak.  We may be quick to judge these 

disciples and point out their sin and unbelief, but their inadequacies, their faults, their 

imperfections allow us to be honest about who we are and what we lack in our own faith 

and our own belief.  And maybe rather than a sign of weakness, the disciples’ doubt and 

uncertainty is just a reality of their humanity.  Maybe rather than a sign of our 

weakness, our doubt and uncertainty is just a reality of our humanity.  If the disciples 

don’t seem to really understand and they were right there with Jesus, it seems we can 

cut ourselves and one another some slack when we have our own doubts and 

ambiguities about matters of faith. 

One of the reasons we come back here week after week; one of the reasons we 

hold two weekly Bible studies, one of the reasons we cycle through the church year in 

one calendar year (hearing over and over the story of Jesus’ coming in Advent, his birth 
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on Christmas, his life, his death, his resurrection on Easter Sunday), is because just like 

those disciples, our hearts become hardened, too, and we can’t make sense of our faith 

at times, either.  Notice the way that phrase is structured.  It says, “their hearts were 

hardened.”  It doesn’t say, “they had hard hearts,” but they are the passive recipients of 

this hard-heartedness; it’s something else that is making their hearts hard, this isn’t their 

own will or desire to have hard hearts, it is being done to them. 

So what is it that makes our hearts hard?  As disciples of Jesus Christ in today’s 

world, how is it that our hearts become hard?  We may look at the world and our 

country and even our own backyard and become cynical that sin and evil are all around 

us and God is nowhere to be found.  From the dogged unrest in the Holy Land to 

random shootings in movie theaters and racist murders in churches, perhaps like those 

disciples our hearts have become hard and we miss seeing Christ in our midst because 

we have given up being able to find him anywhere.  Instead we long for the days past 

when life seemed easier and practicing our faith was simpler.  We may look at the 

younger generations, even our own children, and deem them “hopeless,” lost in a set of 

morals and values that focus on prosperity instead of charity and vanity instead of 

character.  We may look even at ourselves, inward, and remember a more carefree, 

lighter existence when our problems were small and solvable, when we weren’t sick, 

our parents weren’t sick, our kids were young and innocent:  how did life get so hard 

and complicated, we may wonder…   
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There are many options out there, many situations that harden our hearts.  That 

may not be our intention, of course, but life can wear us down.  The weight of grief, the 

frustration of anxiety, the relentlessness of depression, the fear of losing a loved one, the 

pain of disappointing our children, questioning that maybe we’ve chosen the wrong 

path, our shortening tolerance for one more thing, one more thing.  We know that God is 

always faithful to us.  We know that God sent us Jesus Christ to save us from ourselves 

and our sin and show us God’s love and compassion.  But still:  there are things in this 

world that harden our hearts.  This is not a sure and certain sign of our faithlessness; it’s 

a sign of our humanity. 

One theologian affirms that as Christians, “We face the challenge of constantly 

overcoming our hard heartedness and disbelief.” (Perkins, The Gospel of Mark, New Interpreter’s Bible pg. 604)  

This is the reality of being human and it’s the reality of being Christian.  So how will we 

meet this challenge?  How are we going to recognize Christ, when he is coming out to 

us on rough seas, when our worry and our cynicism and our frustration is up and our 

hearts are hardened?  We need to know what we’re looking for and we need to be 

looking for it.  If you want to see only pain, only heartache, only war, only hatred, only 

mistrust, only deceit in this world – just turn on your television or read a newspaper.  

It’s not that hard.  If you want to see the bad in everyone and everything, you can do 

that.  But if you would rather see Christ, you can do that, too.  But you need to be 

looking for him, or he might pass you by unnoticed. 
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For those of you on email who get our weekly enews, I apologize for the repeat of 

this illustration.  Last Sunday night I went to the movies with a friend, which was just a 

few days after the shooting in the theater in Louisiana.  We had made plans the week 

prior, and, to be honest with you, I took pause when not rescheduling.  I was a little 

more tentative walking into the theater, taking note of my surroundings when I normally 

wouldn’t think twice.  The random gun violence in public places like movie theaters and 

malls and schools and even churches is enough to make you want to insulate yourself; 

hunker down and keep as close to home as possible.  We may become fearful doing 

everyday things; our hearts may easily become hardened. 

But then I also remembered something that took place earlier that same day.  As I 

was walking out to my car from worship that morning, the school bus was parked out 

front, waiting to take campers to Kirkwood for the week.  For kids whose parents can’t 

drive them to the camp, this bus comes every week in the summer, here to our church, 

to transport youth for their weeklong overnight excursion of Christian camping.  As I 

happened upon the scene, concerned parents were saying their good-byes, excited 

campers were grinning ear to ear.  I hopped on the bus and said hello, asking who had 

been to Kirkwood before and who were the first-timers.  My heart was singing as I 

imagined the friends they would make, the songs they would learn, all the ways that 

they would meet Christ in our Presbyterian camp up in the Poconos.  I wondered if any 

of those on that bus were there because of the commitment of this congregation to give 

money to the scholarship fund so inner-city youth could attend.  What a blessing to see 
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Christ right there in our midst, embracing these youth with a week ahead of Christian 

fun and fellowship, of learning about God’s love for them, maybe for the first time; 

maybe in a way that would truly transform their lives.  It was a brief encounter that truly 

softened my heart and allowed me to see Christ in our midst. 

As Christians, we know what to look for when we want to recognize Christ in our 

midst– compassion, understanding, forgiveness, love.  When we see young children 

heading off to Christian camp.  When a friend gives us encouraging words we needed to 

hear, when we are given a second chance, when peace fills our hearts even in the midst 

of hard times, when we see people being kind and generous and giving to each other.  

When we are scared, when our boat is in the midst of a wind storm, when we worry 

about life’s burdens, when our hearts have become hardened by the woes of the world, 

Christ comes to us with sweet words of compassion, “Take heart, it is I, do not be 

afraid.”  The Greek is also translated, “Take courage,” a word we need to hear more of 

in this risky, uncertain world.  “Take courage, it is I, do not be afraid.”   

God is always faithful to us; always coming to be with us in our times of 

uncertainty, even when our hearts are hardened.  As a church, we can help one another – 

we can point out the places in each other where our hearts have been hardened.  We can 

point out the places where Christ is in our midst, lest we miss him and he passes us by.  

We can open ourselves to our own vulnerabilities, revealing to each other our struggles 

and burdens, even with our faith, so may in turn build one another up with 

encouragement and compassion and understanding.  We can come back here week after 
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week to again pray that our courage and faith may be strengthened, to again feel the 

sweet embrace of a brother or sister in Christ, to again hear the story of God’s amazing 

love for us,.  And this morning, we remember that story through the table that is set 

before us, recalling the way Jesus ate with his disciples before his death, hearing again 

the words to take and eat his body given for us, to drink from the cup of salvation, to do 

this all remembering him.  This morning we recognize Christ in the breaking of the 

bread and the pouring of the cup, so we may eat and be filled, strengthened for our 

journey of discipleship.  May our time around this table soften our hearts just a bit, so 

we may indeed recognize the presence of the living Christ right here in our midst this 

morning.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


