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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
“Why are you so timid?” That’s probably a better translation of Jesus’ question to the disciples 
after he calms the storm in today’s Gospel text. Of all of the four Gospels, Mark is known for 
being the hardest on the disciples and other followers of Jesus. From the beginning to the end of 
his story, they don’t quite get what’s going on, even when Jesus explains his parables to them, as 
we heard last week. Because they don’t understand, they don’t have faith or trust in Jesus either. 
Even at the very end of the Gospel, when they are given the good news of Jesus resurrection and 
the promise of meeting him alive again in Galilee, they are seized with terror and run away from 
the empty tomb “and say nothing to anyone because they were afraid.” As I believe I said on 
Easter Sunday, Mark uses the disciples as negative examples for his readers. We are meant to 
identify with the disciples, but also to be embarrassed by their lack of faith and understanding, so 
that we can be prodded for our own failings in this regard, but also encouraged by Jesus’ 
persistent faithfulness in spite of them. Mark’s purpose is to move us to faith and trust in Jesus, 
and so to equip us to be agents in his ongoing creative and redeeming work in the world. 
 “Why are you so timid?” Jesus had put them in that boat in the first place. Already for the 
earliest church the boat was a symbol of the church. So, Mark’s original audience would have 
gotten the double meaning here. This isn’t just a simple story about Jesus and his first disciples. 
It’s a story about Jesus and the church and the church’s mission towards the end of the first 
century, and now also at the beginning of the 21st century. For the church of the first century, the 
hostility of the religious and civil leaders of their own people to the Jesus movement might well 
have seemed like a storm at sea, threatening the very existence of their little boat. And then there 
was the periodic persecution of the Roman empire, made more ominous by the recent destruction 
of Jerusalem and its temple. Two thousand years later and half a world away, the church faces 
other storms. For both audiences, I think, but especially for us, there are three things to notice in 
this text. 
 First, Jesus put the disciples in the boat so that they could go somewhere, so that they 
could cross to the other side of the sea of Galilee. What’s on the other side we’ll find out in our 
reading next week. But Mark’s community would have already known that that was Gentile 
territory across the sea. So far in Mark, except for his baptism and temptation in the wilderness 
down in Judea right at the beginning of the Gospel, Jesus has been only in Galilee. And so far 
there has only been a hint that Jesus is concerned with anyone but God’s chosen people. His 
message about the kingdom of God coming near would have been understood by the first 
disciples as a restoration of the kingdom of Israel, an internal, national matter. Yet here he is in a 
boat with them, heading into Gentile territory. The church is not castle, a refuge and defense 
against the attacks of a hostile world. When Martin Luther wrote his famous hymn, based on 
Psalm 46, he did not write, “a mighty fortress is our church…” God is the castle, not the church. 
The church is a ship at sea. It has a destination. It has a mission, and a perilous one at that. 
 Second, the disciples are upset. They are scared out of their wits, I imagine, because boat 
was filling with water and close to sinking. Not only are they scared, they’re also mad at Jesus 
for sleeping through the storm. I can’t help but wonder if Mark had the story of Jonah in mind 
here. Both Jesus and Jonah are asleep in a ship in the middle of a storm. Both are woken up by 
their shipmates to help save the ship. In Jonah, the sailors have done what they can. They’ve 
thrown cargo overboard and then they invoked the help of their various gods. Jonah is woken up 



to help with that task. “Get up and call on your god!” they tell him. The other connection with 
Jonah might be that both Jesus and Jonah sacrificed themselves for the sake of the ship. Jonah 
tells the sailors to throw him overboard. They do, and the storm is calmed. That doesn’t happen 
in this story of Jesus in Mark. Yet Jesus does calm the storm, and he goes on to sacrifice himself 
for the sake of the disciples, and not only the disciples. If Mark’s audience could recognize the 
disciples’ boat as the church, they might also have made the connection to Jesus’ crucifixion as 
his sacrifice for them. Jesus doesn’t get up and call on God. He gets up, rebukes the wind, and 
tells the sea to “shut up.” Our translation says “peace,” but the word underneath is “be quiet!” 
I’ve wandered away from my point a little bit here. Let’s get back into the storm. My point was 
that the disciples were upset, scared to death and freaking out at Jesus. “Don’t you care, Jesus? 
Don’t you care that we are perishing?” At that moment, and quite understandably, I would say, 
they can think of nothing but their own lives, their own safety. They don’t care where they are 
going in the boat. They don’t care about the kingdom of God. They don’t care about all those 
parables that Jesus explained to them or all the people he healed. Right now it’s only about 
survival, and it seems that Jesus doesn’t even care. 
 Third, Jesus reveals their little freak-out to be about fear versus faith, or as I suggested 
earlier, timidity – cowardliness. “Why are you so timid? Have you still no faith, no trust in me or 
in God?” If we get caught up in the realism of this story, as if this were a piece of journalism 
rather than a teaching tool for the church, we might conclude that Jesus was being just a little bit 
unfair to the disciples. We’re only four chapters into the Gospel at this point. Jesus has done 
some remarkable healings. He has cast out demons. He has sparred with the religious 
establishment, and told some hard-to-understand parables about the kingdom of God. Is it fair, 
based on this, to think that he would save them from a deadly storm? It’s not fair, and that’s not 
the point. Remember, Mark is hard on the disciples for the sake of the church. We know who 
Jesus is, that he is the one who says to the sea, “this far, and no farther,” to quote our first 
reading from Job. And we know the end of the story, that even death cannot contain him.  

As I said earlier, the disciples’ negative example is meant to evoke faith in us. Like 
Mark’s community for which he first wrote down his Gospel, we are now in the ship of the 
church at sea on the storms of life. It’s a boat, not a castle. It’s not meant to keep us safe and 
isolated from all harm and danger. It’s meant to carry us on a mission, to spread the good news 
of God’s coming kingdom, the completion of God’s creative and redeeming project for the 
whole world. That mission, by its very nature, will carry us into some storms. And in the midst 
of those storms we will be sorely tempted to think only of our own survival, to see only the water 
coming over the sides and to believe that we are perishing. But to do that is to forget that Jesus is 
in the boat with us and that we are on a mission with him.  

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, Jesus is in the boat with us. He is with us whenever 
we gather in his name, by which I mean whenever we gather around word and sacrament to 
remind each other of God love and faithfulness in Jesus, and of the urgency of his mission to 
love us and all people into the coming kingdom of God. And that should make all the difference. 
Jesus does care, we are not perishing, and we have a joyful mission to attend to. 

May we take that promise and that mission to heart. May it give us courage and resolve in 
the face of whatever may come. And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, 
keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
 


