
A Fearful Crossing 
 

[One day], when evening had come, [Jesus] said to [the disciples], “Let us go across to the other side.” 

And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other boats were 

with him. A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was already 

being swamped. But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, 

“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the 

sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm. He said to them, “Why are 

you afraid? Have you still no faith?” And they were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who 

then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”                                                                                                           

Mark 4: 35-41 

 

I remember a little over 20 years ago standing on the shore of the Sea of Galilee near 

the ancient city of Capernaum in Israel, waiting to get on a little boat with a group of my 

seminary colleagues.  The sun was shining and the sea was relatively calm, but in the distance, in 

the direction we were heading, there were some ominous-looking dark clouds that towered 

into the upper atmosphere. As it turned out, after a 30-minute boat ride we landed safely at 

our destination at Tiberius and had a pleasant fish lunch.   But on the way, the sun went behind 

the clouds for a while, and the wind begin to kick up a little, and a few whitecaps could be seen 

here and there. It was certainly nothing like the storm that threatened to swamp the boat in 

the reading from Mark’s gospel, but once the boat began to bounce a little over the waves—

well, I’d like to think that I wasn’t the only one casually glancing around to see if anyone was 

lying comfortably asleep on a cushion or life-preserver in the bottom of the boat.   

This is the first in a series of sermons in which I invite us all to think about how we are 

getting through this stormy time in the life of our congregation.  And in particular, how going 

through this storm will change us.  Or, to be more specific, how we can embrace the change 

that is being forced upon us and grow through it.  I think we all realize that we can’t go back to 
the church we left on March 15.  That things will not return to “normal.”  And that may be OK.  

I suppose it depends upon how we look at it. 

In 1946 Viktor Frankl published a book called Man’s Search for Meaning.  It was based on 

his experience in several Nazi concentration camps.  A key discovery he made during this time 

was that even though there are times when you cannot control the environment you are in or 

the events that are happening around and to you, you always have control over how you 

respond to change and adversity.  In a famous line from the book, he says, “everything can be 

taken from a [person] but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude 

in any given set of circumstances.”  (Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 1946, trans. 1984, p. 86) 

Now, certainly, as difficult as this time is for us, it does not compare to the daily 

cruelties that Viktor Frankl survived.  And he acknowledges that in his book.  But he says that 

even in the best of times, we all face this challenge every day of our lives.  The meaning of life, 

he says, is not some abstract, absolute principle we can discover and hold on to like a life raft.  

Meaning emerges as we face the tensions and struggles of whatever life presents, and as we find 

our way through those struggles to a worthwhile goal.  (Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 1946, 

trans. 1984, pp. 130-31) 

That’s what this sermon series is about.  We’ll be taking a look at some of the stories of 

our ancestors in the faith, particularly when they were going through some disruptive periods 

of their own.  And we will be asking what we can learn from their stories and their 



experiences—how they grew through change and adversity.  

So, why did I choose this story about crossing the Sea of Galilee in a storm to introduce 

this series?  Well, to begin with, I think we can identify with the feeling that the world is 

crashing in on us from all sides and threatening to swamp our boat—whether that boat is our 

congregational life, our national life, or our personal lives.  And some of us may also be asking 

the same question that the disciples ask Jesus, who seems to be completely oblivious to the 

storm:  “Do you not care?”  Maybe you have even found yourself, in one way or another, asking 

God, “Hey, are you asleep up there?  Do you not even notice what’s going on down here, how 

we are struggling for our lives?”   

But did you notice that it was not the storm itself that woke Jesus from his deep sleep? 

Even with the water sloshing over the sides, he sleeps like a baby.  It wasn’t the storm, it was 

the fears and concerns of those around him that got his attention.  And then, once he tells the 

storm to knock it off, he seems to question the faith of the disciples.  “Why are you afraid?  

Have you still no faith?”  But when Jesus challenges their faith, it is not about beliefs and 

doctrines and spiritual practices.  It is about trust.  He raises the question of trust and I am 

going to suggest in these sermons that trust is a key issue for us as we move through this time. 
The dangers of crossing a body of water in a storm were real, even for seasoned 

fishermen who made their living on this same sea.  And the dangers that we face today are real.  

And not just the life-threatening dangers of a virus, but also the real threat that long-term 

closure poses to the on-going mission of churches like ours.  The fears of the disciples trying to 

keep the ship from sinking were legitimate.  And our fears are legitimate.  You would be foolish 

to dismiss the fears of contracting or spreading this virus, which is why we are doing all we can 

to protect each other. We would be unwise to dismiss the fears of what the future holds for 

our congregation.  And, in a future sermon, we will address our need to name our fears and 

lament our losses. 

But for now, this story invites us to trust that God is aware of the dangers we face and 

acknowledges our fears.  But also, to trust that God has power to overcome the dangers and 

to calm our fears.   

 Jesus did not ask the disciples to get in a boat and set out across the sea because he was 

careless or reckless.  Jesus does not want his disciples to perish.  He wants them to make it to 

the other side.  And he not only overcomes the dangers, he goes with them all the way and 

does not turn back. 

 The dangers are real.  Our fears and the grief we experience over our losses are 

legitimate.  But we can trust that Christ is in the boat with us. 

 We can trust that, for all the storms that are raging around us, and within us, we have 

not been blown off course. 

 We can trust that wherever we are right now—we are in the right place, the place we 

are supposed to be. 

 We can trust that God’s concern for us and God’s care for us does not mean going 

back to the shore that we left behind on March 15, or going around this storm by some other, 

easier way.  It means going through. 

 And maybe the most difficult part, we can trust that whatever awaits us on the other 

side of the lake—that’s where God really wants us to be. 

 In a recent sermon, Scott Black Johnston says that going through this time is like running 

marathon.  And we can’t yet see far enough along to know just where the finish line is.  But he 

says those who trust in God are called to keep putting one foot in front of the other.  That’s 



another way of saying that God has the finish line covered, our job is to run the portion of the 

race in front of us.   

 I don’t know if Scott is a runner, but Ryan Hall, who is, says that when he is running a 

marathon, “I don’t think about the miles that are coming down the road.  I don’t think about 

the miles I’ve already covered.  I think about what I’m doing right now, just being lost in the 

moment.” 

We are in our own kind of fearful crossing.  The dangers and real.  The fears are 

legitimate.  The author of this gospel story knows this.  Mark’s gospel is addressed to followers 

of Christ who have, in one way or another, experienced terror and fear and loss and grief, but 

who have endured and who still believe in Christ, still trust in God.  His gospel, like the other 

gospels, was written in large part to reassure readers not only in 1st-century Palestine, but in 

every place and in every time; to acknowledge that their losses and griefs and fears are real and 

they really hurt—but also to remind them that grief and fear are not the last words.  Our faith 

and trust is in the one who has overcome all the powers of chaos and evil that threaten to 

overwhelm us and sink our boat.   

So may we continue in this fearful crossing with trust.  Knowing that, as Psalm 121 says, 
“The Lord will keep you from all evil.  God will keep your life.  The Lord will keep your going 

out and your coming in from this time on and forevermore.” 

 May it be so. 
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