
“Why	are	you	afraid?”	

[Mark	4:26-34;	June	24,	2018]	

	

	 Last week, Jesus equated the kingdom of God with a mustard seed, which, over time — 

small as it is — creates a shrub that’s big enough to provide shade for a whole flock of birds.         

 Jesus delivered his talk from a boat moored in the harbor, so he could be heard by 

everybody ashore.  

 Tonight, he sails away, but soon a storm breaks out, and it wouldn’t hurt to know a little 

geography. . . . 

 The Sea of Galilee isn’t a sea.  It’s a lake — 64 square miles or so — about a third as large as 

Lake Tahoe.  It fills a bowl, ringed by steep hills — 680 feet below sea level.  From the east, you can 

look down on it from almost two thousand feet.  

 When cool, dry mountain air collides with muggy air over the lake, high winds whip up.  

Storms can come any time.  Our text today remembers one, and what it revealed. 

 

A Reading from the Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 4:35-41 

 

 35And on that day, as dusk took over, he said to them, “Let us cross over to the other side.”  
36And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them into the small ship, just as he was. 

Other vessels were with him.  37There arose a furious wind storm and the waves were crashing 

against the boat so that it was beginning to fill.  38He was in the stern, sleeping on a pillow.  They 

woke him and said to him, “Rabbi, don’t you care that we are perishing?”  39He got up and 



scolded the wind, and spoke to the sea, “Silence!  Be still!”  The wind died down and there was a 

dead calm.  40And he said to them, “Why are you cowards? Have you still no faith?”  41And they 

feared with great dread and said to one another, “Who is this that even the wind and the sea obey 

him?” 

* 

 You may figure, if ever there were a crew who needn’t be afraid, it would be men in a 

rowboat with Jesus Christ. 

 Turns out, they’re just as brave as we would be. 

 One night they climb aboard, heading for who-knows-where.  Once they’ve gone too far to 

turn back, a storm begins. 

 Soon, water’s pouring in.  Chances are, they could drown, while Jesus sleeps — exhausted or 

oblivious.    

 Until they cry, “Rabbi, wake up!” and Jesus calms the seas.  He tells the weather to behave. . . . 

* 

 There’s an unusual phrase hiding in Mark’s account I really don’t what to make of.  

 We are told that once Jesus asked, boatmen set out with him “just as he was” —whatever 

that’s supposed to mean. 

 As if Christ were a toddler you had to buckle in a car seat in his pj’s before you started 

driving home.  As if Jesus deep asleep, as only babies can be, even during a hurricane. . . .  

 And that’s startling because he asks, “Let us cross over to other side,” which sounds as if he’s 

on vacation — “Let’s just go see!” 



 But on “the other side” — that’s the Decapolis —that’s out-of-bounds, that’s where the 

Gentiles live. . . . 

 Fishermen take in a carpenter’s son, and say Okay. . . . 

* 

 Let’s say we’ve got a group of mariners and a woodworker, way far from shore, going to do  

— we don’t know what yet.  Suppose a storm blows in, and we need somebody to tell us what to 

do.  Whom do we ask — the oldest sailor, or sleepy carpenter? 

 Isn’t it odd that they plead for help from the one person who doesn’t have any experience 

navigating at all? 

 If you’re the branch manager of a bank, I’m guessing you know a lot about finance.  If 

you’re a special ed. teacher, you‘ve studied about this and that.   It’s not your job, it’s your 

profession — and you need credentials.  Yet sometimes, we aren’t sure just what set of skills meets a 

real need. 

 If you want someone to handle the boat, hire the best fisherman that you can.  If you need 

someone to speak to the wind, quiet the raging sea — you need to talk to God. 

 That’s what the sailors figure out, eventually. . . . 

* 

 Oh, but still Jesus asks, “Why are you afraid?”  Notice, not “Why were you afraid?” “Why are 

you cowards, even now?”  Our translation says they “feared with great dread.”  Mark’s word is “deilos,” 

which means they “panic,” with nowhere to run. 

 Panic gets triggered in situations we sense as dangerous, but it strikes some people for no 

good reason, none we can name. 



 Some of us grow up to be quite susceptible — just as some others are prone to depression, 

or migraine headaches, fibromyalgia, or vertigo.  It’s not something we talk about — this tightness 

in one’s chest, breathlessness, queasiness, disturbing thoughts. 

 I know more about anxiety than you’d want me to tell. . . . 

 And the best advice I received for dealing with sudden panic attacks came from somebody 

who taught me to float through them. 

 Do you know how to swim? 

 It’s not easy.  You have to coordinate your arms and your legs to propel yourself through 

some deep water.  You also have to pace yourself, breathe right, keep going in the right direction 

— even when water gets into your nose. 

 It may take you a while time to learn because most people need plenty lot of practice 

 How do you float? 

 Your body already knows how. 

 A block of wood can float.  People will float, most of the time, if they lie back, without 

resisting, limp in the water. 

 The most important part of the technique is don’t do anything.  Frankly, this took me some 

years to get used to; I didn’t like it. 

 I was helped by an Australian writer, Claire Weekes, who cautions that, when panic strikes, 

“the average person. . . has an innate aversion to. . . letting go.  He vaguely thinks. . . were he to do this, he 

would lose control over the last vestige of his will power and his house of cards would tumble.” 

 That false conviction Weekes calls “the panic trick” — the notion that, if you quit fighting, 

hanging on for dear life, you will be lost. . . . 



 I could go on, but I may not need to.  The great catastrophe never comes true.  You recover 

except you worry about the next episode.  Details may change, but it’s the same physiological 

quirk. 

 The fight-or-flight — or freeze — reflex kicks in.  Our own instincts to protect ourselves are 

what’s fanning the flames.   

 That’s why some people cry out in despair, “The harder I try, the worse it gets.”  Because 

they’re trying to put out a fire with gasoline.  

 Once, though, you can accept and quit fighting the symptoms  — your heart’s racing, can’t 

catch your breath, maybe you start to feel dizzy and sick — they’ll start to fade. 

* 

 Truthfully, though, as far as the disciples — trembling in rowboats once the storm’s passed 

— I wouldn’t urge them to find a good therapist, at least not yet.  

 They had reason to fear they’d drown out there.   

 Now, though, their passenger makes them uneasy.  “Who is this man who can command the sea?  

My God, what else can he do?” they wonder.  Can he make me — or can he read my mind?” 

 When Jesus heals or he walks on the water, is resurrected, people get scared.  Some run 

away, not even sure what is real anymore. 

 Maybe we would, too.    

* 

 We’re at a pivotal moment in our history.  I am appalled, night after night, by the 

corruption, collusion — the cruelty — of leaders in Washington. 

 One week, we’re gutting environmental protections; the next “Let’s give school teachers guns.”  

Now, we are scrambling to figure out what we can do about the flow of pouring in from Central 



America, fleeing the drug lords who murder their sons and use young girls as things that can be 

thrown away. 

 This week, the former director of Homeland Security was asked,“Why, do they keep coming 

from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador?”  Here’s what he said:  “Because it’s human nature to run out of 

a building that’s on fire. . . .”  

* 

 This last week, we saw children taken from parents and held as hostages — leverage so the 

president gets to build his great wall. . . . 

 This isn’t who we are; this can’t be where we’re heading except every time I check, the 

shore seems so much further away. . . . 

 Here is a parable:  What if our own water-logged boats are the institutions we thought 

would be able to guide us through any storm? 

 They are supposed to provide us some safety.  They are supposed to pilot us toward 

someplace better we may never see. 

 Why are we listening to somebody boasting, “Look at me, I’m steering the boat,” when what 

we need is someone who’s capable of understanding — loving, even — people we do not know, 

have never listened to, because they live across the water. 

 In Mark’s scripture, the greatest threat isn’t the storm, perhaps, but the delusion that 

whoever orders the crew around is in charge of the sea.   

 The questions Jesus asks his disciples, we ought to ask ourselves: “Why are we afraid?  Have 

you still no faith?”  There are a whole lot of things that can frighten us, but it’s one thing to 

experience fear, and another to live in it — to let it set a course for the rest of our lives. . . .    

 This week, we watched reporters break into tears, as they described “tender age shelters” for  

toddlers terrified because they don’t know where mommy went. 



 This isn’t justified, ethical, biblical, and we had better believe it’s becoming American. 

 We watched the TV, ranted on Facebook — didn’t know what else to do. . . . 

 I’m old enough to remember — many of you may remember, too — the words of Mario 

Savio speaking at Berkeley, 1964.  It was a different age — the issues, frustrations, conflicts were 

different — but rallying fellow students, he said:  

 “There is a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes you so sick at heart, 

that you can't take part.  You can't even passively take part!  And you've got to put your bodies upon the 

gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus, and you've got to make it stop!  And 

you've got to indicate to the people who run it, to the people who own it — that unless you're free, the machine 

will be prevented from working at all!” 

 That is prophetic speech, at its most potent. 

 I don’t know if day may yet come, but I think we drifted awfully close this week.  I need to 

pray more about that, and I hope you will, too.. 

 God bless you all. 

 

 


