
MARK 4, Jesus calms a storm 

 We had a really wonderful congregational picnic this past Wednesday!  It was so 

good to see each other, in person, able to enjoy visiting and eating together.  The weather 

was also just right. As happens fairly often, one member there commented that I had 

arranged for really excellent weather for the event.  It’s surprising how often I get credit 

for good weather at outdoor church events.  Unfortunately, this credit is far from 

deserved!  The number of outdoor Sunday services we’ve had to cancel over the years 

should make it pretty clear that I actually am sadly deficient in this area.  My tool box of 

resources does not include meteorological management.  Disappointing, I know.  And 

also, a tremendous contrast with what happens in our Gospel text this morning.   My tool 

box or yours are quite different from the toolbox which Christ, as God incarnate, can 

access.  In this lesson, when a storm is imperiling the lives of the disciples, Jesus is able 

to work with the forces of nature to bring about calm and safety.  This is a gift unique to 

Christ, and not one we can develop within ourselves, much though we might wish it.   

Where the disciples were at the mercy of the storm, as we would be, Christ was able to 

calm the storm.  But why are they out in the storm to begin with?  

 Let’s consider their situation for a moment more carefully.  It’s evening, the 

evening of a day filled with teaching, exorcisms, and healings.  Jesus urges that he and 

the disciples cross the Sea of Galilee to the other side.  Now as I’ve said before, the Sea 

of Galilee isn’t much of a sea by our standards, way smaller than Lake Superior.  

However, it is a long, narrow, shallow body of water, the kind of set-up where a wind 

blowing in the right direction could quickly and dramatically produce life-threatening 
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storms.  This was a danger that Jesus and his disciples would have well understood.  

Many of his disciples were, after all, professional anglers. Like the fishermen who made 

a living off of our Shore, they knew the dangers of the sea. But, off they go, and once 

underway, Jesus falls asleep on a cushion in the stern.  He’s probably exhausted by his 

long, hot day of ministry.  Yet, as he sleeps, a storm comes up.  It’s a big storm, “a great 

windstorm”, according to our text.  The boat is being tossed about, waves are breaking 

over the boat, and there is the potential for their boat to go under.  The disciples feel 

besieged by the storm around them, in imminent peril of death by drowning, and the one 

they look to for help is sleeping.  How is that possible?  Isn’t he getting wet, too?  

Doesn’t he feel the wild motion of the waves?  How tired do you have to be to sleep 

through that kind of storm?  So, Jesus is the one who has brought them out into this peril; 

that’s how they come to be in this storm. And he is now seemingly completely indifferent 

to their danger! They rush to wake him up and their first words, predictably, are: “We’re 

about to die!  Don’t you care?” 

 I do believe that most of us understand the disciples’ feelings very well at this 

moment.  I think this image of a small boat on a big sea, facing peril from wind and 

wave, is an iconic kind of image to which most of us can relate to quite easily.  How 

often does it feel like we are that boat, somehow caught in the middle of the dark and 

stormy sea, one wave after another slamming against our vessel, and God seems 

strangely unaware of our peril?  One of the odd facets of life that people often remark on 

to me is how misfortunes seem to cluster together.  You don’t have just one bad thing 

befall you or yours; you have a whole series of such things.  As an example, I recently 
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read in one of my devotional resources a reflection by one man that began: “Some years 

ago I had what the queen of England once called an annus horribilis, an awful year, when 

every bad thing that could happen happened:  love died, relatives died, jobs died, cars 

died, things were as bleak as they could get.”  I didn’t know that any queen of England 

had coined the phrase, annus horribilis, but I love it, and I relate to the notion.  Annus 

horribilis, a year of horrors.  Many of us might relate to the pandemic year as being some 

version of an annus horribilis.  Here’s how it played out for my household: Along with 

the stress of the pandemic and the constant flexibility it demanded for church happenings; 

along with the awful contentiousness and length of the presidential election; along with 

the horror of the racial violence and resulting protests, Phil and I also experienced his 

cancer diagnosis and surgery, and Phil’s brother’s death at age 63 from MS related 

causes.    I would not gladly live through that year again.  You might feel the same.  

 And in such times, we frankly feel besieged.  We feel ourselves surrounded by 

hostile and dangerous forces, by darkness and crashing waves, and we come to fear the 

worst as a protective habit.  We feel that our frail vessel could go under at any moment.  

How easy and naturally it comes to us in such times, to ask of God, “Don’t you care?  

I’m about to go under here, Lord, could you spare me a moment of your attention?”  That 

is exactly how we feel.  The disciples are here voicing our feelings in such times. 

 I’ve been speaking of the boat as an iconic image of our individual lives at times. 

Actually, dating back to the earliest years of the church the boat was a symbol of the 

church itself.  Very likely, those who first read Mark’s gospel saw in this story three 

levels of understanding: first, a historical occurrence, a miracle of Jesus calming the 
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storm.  Second, a metaphor for their own individual lives when the waves seemed scary 

and the wind was threatening.  And thirdly, a metaphor for their fledgling movement of 

faith, the early church.  Remember that the church began with a handful of peasants who 

put together a small movement within Judaism, which was itself a minority religion 

within the big picture, to say the least.  The early church, the fledgling Christian faith, 

was a tiny boat in a big and perilous ocean.   

Certainly our present situation may not quite compare to theirs and yet---the 

church at large is very much in turmoil right now.  As I’ve said before, this year and the 

next are likely to be very telling as congregations try to find their way forward.  To place 

this present situation within the context of our Gospel lesson, it’s as if the church at large, 

or our congregation, is that small boat caught in a storm of pandemic and post-pandemic 

impacts.  We are, like the disciples in our lesson, caught in stormy water between two 

shores.  The shore behind us—our past prior to March of last year—is familiar to us, even 

as it recedes farther in the distance.  For this particular congregation, that shore we left 

behind looked pretty good. We were a healthy, vibrant congregation, the heart of this 

Knife River community, and good things were happening.  We remodeled our kitchen.  

We completed a long range planning process.  We’d added a Kid’s Connect and a 

Confirmation program to our Children’s Church.  We had numerous musical ensembles, 

rich services of worship.  While far from perfect, we were overall in fine shape.  I liked 

that shoreline.  But that’s not where we’re at anymore.  We’ve had to cross the stormy 

waters of a global pandemic, it’s been a long haul, but we can now see the other shore, 

right?  It’s starting to come better into focus.  Each step we’ve been able to take as the 
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pandemic recedes has brought us closer to the shore that lies ahead.  But we’re not there 

yet!  We’re still between the two shores.  Most church researchers suspect that the new 

shore will not look the same as the old shore did.  I imagine that remains to be fully seen, 

but it’s certainly plausible.  The waters are growing calmer as get nearer to that shore, but 

we likely remain concerned and anxious. Our boat looks small and fragile compared to 

the stormy sea.  We haven’t quite landed the boat and experienced the security of the land 

beneath our feet. And yet--- it’s all right.  Why? Because we are together in the boat and 

Christ is in the boat with us. That makes all the difference. 

 In this text, we see how Jesus responds to the storm.  Calmly, authoritatively.  He 

is nonreactive in crisis.  He doesn’t fuel the panic, he doesn’t make it worse by assuming 

the worst, he doesn’t join in the general alarm.  He takes charge. He responds to the 

immediate need.  He exercises his authority.  That’s good leadership.  He also calms the 

wind and waves with words: “Peace.  Be still.”  That’s a miracle.  That’s divinity.  We can 

aim to be good leaders, to remain calm and strive to be non-reactive.  We can’t aim to be 

divine.  Things happen beyond our control.  Including bad things.  We may have our 

annus horribilis, our year of horrors.  Storms make wild the world around us and we feel 

besieged in our small boat.  

 But, again, who is in the boat with us? We have each other.  And we have our 

Lord. We can’t still wind and waves with a word, but Christ can.  This Gospel account 

illustrates for us that there is nothing we can go through of which Christ is not the Lord.  

I’ll run that by you one more time: there is nothing we can go through, no storm we can 

face, of which Christ is not the Lord.  Individually or collectively.  That’s the basis of our 
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calm; trust in the One who’s in the boat with us.  Wind and waves notwithstanding, we 

place our faith in the One who can still the storm by saying, “Peace. Be still.”  Amen. 
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