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Back in the year 1863, while the Civil War raged here in America, the French navy put 

into service a revolutionary new vessel. Named the Plongeur, French for “diver,” this vessel was 

the first submarine propelled by mechanical means rather than human means. Designed for a 

crew of 12, the Plongeur was fitted out with a ram for a nose to use in damaging enemy ships. 

There was also a spar torpedo. Up on the screen right now is a picture of a model of the 

Plongeur. It was a pretty impressive technical achievement for the mid-19th century. 

The Plongeur is also very notable for another reason. A model of the submarine was 

displayed during the International Exposition of 1867 in Paris, an early manifestation of the 

concept of the world’s fair. Among the thousands of fair-goers who saw the model of the 

Plongeur was Jules Verne, certainly one of the most imaginative and visionary science fiction 

authors of all time. Verne was so impressed with the model of the Plongeur that it inspired him 

to write his classic novel, 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea. Originally published in serial form in 

1869 and 1870, 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea was both a commercial and artistic success. 

Verne’s tale of a submarine vessel that could navigate oceans underwater caught the imagination 

of the world. Science fiction adventure stories were never quite the same after 20,000 Leagues 

Under The Sea. 

I think that the appeal of 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea went beyond Verne’s gift for 

great characterizations and thrilling plot structures. For almost as long as human beings have told 
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stories and practiced religions, the sea has consistently been a symbol of the terrifying chaos of 

nature. To those who lived near the sea, it both gave a bounty of nourishment with fish and 

threatened at any second to destroy with storms or floods. Anyone unfortunate enough to be 

trapped beneath the surface of the sea was certain to die from drowning. The sea was wild, 

untamed and very fickle. The sea was completely beyond human control. 

We see the potentially destructive power of the sea very much in play in today’s Gospel 

reading. The disciples are going across the Sea of Galilee in a wooden boat, a craft very 

vulnerable to the storms which frequently raged across the Galilee. A great wind is buffeting the 

boat around and we can imagine that the disciples were pretty terrified. Right in the midst of all 

the chaos, the disciples see Jesus calmly strolling across the stormy surface. 

And then something really extraordinary happens. Peter, a mere mortal, finds himself 

briefly able to walk on the water until fear breaks the spell and he begins to sink beneath the 

waves. Jesus, of course, rescues Peter, climbs into the boat and the wind stops. 

Only the hand of the divine can take control of the chaos of nature. In the very first 

chapter of Genesis, God brings order to the chaos of Creation by gathering the waters of the 

newly-formed Earth together so that dry land can appear. In Job, Isaiah and other portions of the 

Old Testament, God is portrayed as being capable of trampling on the seas, dividing the seas and 

making pathways through the seas. As vast, as powerful, as wildly untamed as the seas may be, 

they are still subject to the control of God and of God alone. 

Jesus walking on water was not a spectacular magic trick put on for the sake of 

impressing the disciples. Jesus walking on the water was a powerful statement of His divine 
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nature. He walked the water and He stilled the gale-force winds. That is something that is beyond 

the capability of any human being. 

Or is it? For centuries now, preachers have scolded Peter her for his lack of faith, a lack 

of faith that nearly got him killed. If only Peter had had perfect faith, the argument goes, he 

could have gone skipping over the waves for as long as he wanted. 

I see the significance of that part of the story very differently. If only for a few seconds, 

Peter also walked on the water. We just got done saying that that kind of control over nature 

could only be accomplished by God. But, ever so briefly, Peter showed that an ordinary mortal 

such as himself could also defy nature. 

And can we not say that this story was prophetic? Human beings do not possess divine 

powers but God gave us the intellectual and creative potential to devise ways to protect ourselves 

from the chaos of nature and sometimes even bypass the laws of nature. To the disciples, the idea 

of submarines, airplanes, even automobiles would have seemed wildly fantastic and impossible. 

Even the ability to predict the weather with the kind of precision we can employ today would 

have seemed like the work of the divine. 

Who knows what wonders we could accomplish if we were to live in peace? There could 

be inventions in the future that would seem as incredible to us today as submarines and airplanes 

would have seemed to the disciples. We are not divine but we were given amazing potential by 

God, a potential that we are far from completely fulfilling. With faith, with trust, with love, we 

can get out of that boat and walk right to Jesus.  


