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My youngest daughter and I love the season of autumn. Part of that love is celebrating 

Halloween to its fullest. Costumes, candy, ghost stories, we love it all. I moved to the border of 
Fort Greene and Clinton Hill in Brooklyn a few years ago and we set out to find new rituals for 
Halloween. If you live in that neighborhood or know it at all, you know that people do up 
Halloween right over here in Brooklyn. I cannot remember what led me to it, but I googled ghost 
stories in Brooklyn to get a sense of the neighborhood. It turns out, we live just a few blocks 
away from one of the famous haunted houses in Brooklyn.  

The story dates back to the late 1800s when the owner of the house, a prominent navy 
captain, started hearing knocking and someone ringing the doorbell, but no one was there. The 
police were called to help investigate, staking out the house at night to see what prankster was 
harassing this naval officer.  

The doorbell would ring, or the knocking would start, but the police who were hidden 
nearby saw no one. They threw up their hands at these hijinks, and chalked it up to an actual 
ghost, as reported in the New York Times in 1878. After a few weeks, the knocking stopped; but 
over the years the knocking ghost would return, with no better explanation than when it started.i 

Emma and I often choose to walk by that house on a cool autumn evening, the leaves 
from trees growing in Brooklyn crunching under our shoes. A big Rottweiler lives there now, 
often sitting on the front porch. He's not super friendly, especially when other dogs walk by. It is 
the kind of place that has enough history around its ghost story that we can't help feel a little of 
the spookiness when we walk by on those nights. It is creepy enough that some nights we chose 
to go down another block and avoid it altogether. 

I grew up with lots of summer nights around the campfire, but we weren’t a people who 
told ghost stories. Maybe because I lean a little more on the skittish spectrum of things that go 
bump in the night. I don’t usually seek out experiences that scare me. Yet, when I first read this 
passage from Matthew’s gospel community, I couldn’t help but get caught up in the idea that the 
disciples thought Jesus was a ghost.  

It’s captivating because it is so right and it is so wrong. As readers/hearers of this story, 
we are swept right up in the scene. It is so easy to feel two contradictory emotions at the same 
time – how could they not know this was Jesus exhibiting his divine ability, revealing himself to 
them as he walked across the water? How could they know this was Jesus revealing himself to 
them as he walked across the water?  

The start of this story presents itself much like the opening scenes of Hamlet when 
Horatio joins the sentinels who have been seeing the ghost of Hamlet's father. It’s early morning 
in this biblical scene. One can imagine a kind of eerie fog over the water. The disciples are 
drowsy. It is the perfect set up for seeing ghosts.  

The word for “ghost” only occurs twice in all of the New Testament. It occurs here and in 
the same story told by the gospel of Mark.ii There also is no culture of ghost stories at that time. 
The first known ghost story was written by Pliny the Younger in about the same period as 
Matthew’s Gospel.iii It seems to do what ghost stories do – it grasps to explain the unexplainable 
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and express fear at the unexplainable. Thinking Jesus is a ghost is an expression of their fear, an 
expression of their resistance. Epiphanies and ghosts illicit fear. 

In all seriousness, what is the point of this Biblical ghost story? The end game is surely 
not about fear, or is it? The story coalesces in verses 28-30. In these verses, something different 
is happening. These verses are about how the disciples react to their fear. Listen to how Peter 
shares that he is still not sure if it is Jesus or a ghost. Listen for their fear: 
Peter answered him, "Lord if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." He said, 
“Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus. But 
when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, 
“Lord, save me!” 

Imagine for a minute that you are in that boat with Peter. You know Peter, we all likely 
have someone like Peter somewhere among our colleagues, within our families. They are the one 
who is most willing to take risks. The one who speaks their mind. The one who the boss or the 
matriarch loves despite, and perhaps because of, their obvious faults.  

Somedays you love Peter, some days you need a little space. Friends, on this day, when 
your back is against the haul when the morning light is dimly illuminating this scene, you kind of 
know that Peter is going to do something. But don't focus on the negative. Look at what is 
happening! Peter is walking on water!  

If you are more like Peter, imagine it all. Imagine the water under your feet, not pulling 
you down, but holding you up. Imagine the feel of those few steps, the depths beneath you, Jesus 
before you. Imagine standing there, off the boat, no longer holding on, aware of the eyes on you, 
aware of what you are doing… 

Then, as dramatically as it begins, Peter fails. The fear returns in more ways than one. 
The fear of the wind, the fear when the sole of your foot pushes through the water, with no 
bottom within reach. It is terrifying.  

In Peter’s walking and failing, this story ceases to just be an epiphany about Jesus’ 
divinity. It becomes a story about how our fears hold us and how our fears can move us forward.  
To more fully understand what this means, we have to be good and scared with those disciples 
on the boat, or with Peter. We have to imagine this story not as a parlor trick, but as a moment 
when we are truly right on the precipice of our deepest fear. At that edge you can feel the 
adrenaline course through your body, you can feel your pulse quicken. You can feel the decision 
– to face it or to turn away. Every direction you turn a fear is there. A ghost of our silence in one 
corner, the ghost of trauma in another. On the couch sits the ghost of a missed opportunity, the 
ghost of a loved one across the table. The ghost of your addiction at the door. The ghost of an 
undiagnosed illness is your doctor’s office ringing your phone. Fill in your own fears here, but 
these are the kinds of ghosts we are looking in the eye when we step out on the water.  

It is like the feelings the poet Jane Kenyon writes about in her poem, Fear of Death 
Awakens Me where she says: 
 

. . . or it’s a cloud shadow passing over Tuckerman  
Ravine, darkening the warm ledges and alpine vege-  
tation, then moving on. Sunlight reasserts itself, and  
that dark, moving lane is like something that never  
happened, something misremembered, dreamed in  
anxious sleep.  
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Or it’s like swimming unexpectedly into cold water  
in a spring-fed pond. Fear locates in my chest, instant,  
and profound, and I speed up my stroke, or turn 
back the way I came, hoping to avoid more cold.iv  

 
Each one of us on that boat has deep, deep fears that we see across the water. The fear that 
locates in your chest, instant and profound. But with fear, we have choices. We might choose to 
be paralyzed. We might choose to ignore our fears. We might choose to submerge our fears. We 
might choose to walk toward our fears. This story is asking us to let our fears transform us. 

To reach that transformation, we have to take the full force of their wind on our faces. 
We have to look that ghost in the eye, trusting its beckoning, “Come.” When we do, our whole 
perspective changes. There is something transformative about looking our fear head-on. Our fear 
does awaken us. Our fear also forces us to locate ourselves. In the language of our discipleship, 
when we step out onto the water, transformative things happen. We walk on water, or at worst 
we are pulled up from sinking.  

Either way, there is going back to how we felt before. There is only moving forward, 
knowing the courage of the water under our feet and the strength of the one beckoning us, 
“come.” The healing of the one pulling us up when we falter. Stepping toward our fears is 
transformative. Because even if we are still scared, we have learned something about what that 
wind feels like from standing on the water. The revelation is transformative. Like Peter and those 
disciples, we see God’s presence with us in a new way. God is no longer a ghost. We understand 
more deeply that what scares us in one moment can change us in the next.  

There is plenty to be scared of these days. The world is full of things that go bump in the 
night, and the world is full of very real dangers. Our fears are not without merit. That can change 
us as much as any opportunity. We are not asked to go toward our fears alone. We are not left to 
sink or swim. We are transformed in our fear, we are lifted up. And so with one foot already on 
the water, we step out and let go of the boat.  
 

 
i http://www.scoutingny.com/halloween-in-ny-the-haunting-of-136-clinton-avenue-as-reported-in-the-ny-times/ 
accessed on August 3, 2020. 
ii Carter, Warren. (2000). Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious Reading. (Marynoll, NY: Orbis 
Books), p. 310. 
iii https://medium.com/history-of-yesterday/an-ancient-ghost-story-by-pliny-the-younger-cbe8011ecbca  accessed 
on August 4, 2020. 
ivhttp://stephaniesabar.com/uploads/18._Fear_of_Death_Awakens_Me-Jane_Kenyon.pdf  accessed on August 6, 
2020. 
 


