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There’s an old Native American legend about a boy who had reached the age 
when he might be admitted as a full member of his tribe.  The tradition of his tribe 
was that before a young man could do this, he had to prove his bravery by 
spending the night alone in the wilderness.  As the time approached for this young 
man to prove himself, he was walked by his father to a place far from the safety of 
his village.  His father bid him farewell, and the young man watched him walk out 
of sight. 

As the darkest night he had ever experienced closed in around him, the young 
man sat on a stump, far too frightened to sleep.  His ears were tuned to every little 
sound.  At each rustling of leaves stirred by the wind he imagined the approach of 
a bear or a wolf.  Through the night he sat, silently, feeling utterly alone.1 

Most of us can probably identify with the sense of fear that that young man felt.  I 
had a similar experience at about the age of 13.  I was trying to earn a camping 
award in the camp where I spent my summers, and one of the requirements was 
that you hike up a nearby mountain and spend the night alone.  Admittedly, there 
were no really dangerous animals around. But that didn’t help my state of mind 
any, nor did the fact that the counselors thought it was great fun to go up to where 
a camper was staying later in the night and make noises. 

My fear of the dark on a New Hampshire mountain doesn’t seem like much to me 
now, although it did then.  Today I have a whole host of different things to be afraid 
of.  The fact is that fear is more pervasive and more serious a problem than you 
might think.  We all have fears that we live with, day in and day out, whether we 
are willing to acknowledge them, or are even capable of naming them. Even the 
people that we need to think of as fearless, like our fathers, have fears. 

The late M. Scott Peck, author of The Road Less Traveled, said this in one of his 
other books: “Many don’t realize how frightened they are. They’ve been running 
scared for so long they’ve forgotten what it’s like not to. And the macho people 
who proclaim that they are not scared of anything are the most frightened of all, 
because they even fear their own fear. Fear is such a constant companion in the 
background of our being we are usually neither aware of it nor able to imagine 
being without it.”2 
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Peck wrote those words in 1985, yet he could certainly be writing for us today.  
Actually, I think he could especially be writing for us today.  There have always 
been situational fears, and everyone has them.  People are afraid of losing jobs, 
afraid that they’ll never have enough to retire, afraid of what might happen if they 
experience a serious illness.  These fears can even be useful if they cause us to 
make plans and take precautions.  But in my lifetime, I don’t remember a time with 
so much free-floating existential anxiety.   

Perhaps it is because we are in uncharted waters on so many fronts – politically, 
socially, economically, technologically – that we seem to respond so often with 
fear.  We fear people we disagree with.  We fear people we don’t understand.  We 
fear new ideas.  It’s probably truer today than any time in history that the only thing 
we know for certain about tomorrow is that it will be absolutely nothing like 
yesterday was.  And that fills us with fear. 

Mark’s story about Jesus calming the waves couldn’t come at a better time for a 
people who are living in constant fear.  It’s a story about faith.  But it’s also a story 
about fear.   We’re all familiar with the story.  As Jesus naps in the boat, a storm 
arises.  The disciples are beside themselves with fear, so they wake Jesus up.  
Then Jesus commands the storm to stop. 

The easy interpretation here is that this is a story about Jesus’ power even to 
command the weather to change.  But if that were the only, or even the primary, 
point of the story, then we should expect Jesus to be satisfied with the outcome.  
After all, he has had the chance to do something pretty spectacular.  But at the 
end of the story, Jesus is not happy.  After rebuking the wind, he rebukes his 
disciples: "Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?" (Mark 4:40) 

Jesus wanted the story to go differently, I think.  What he had hoped to see from 
the disciples was the same total trust in God’s protection that enabled Jesus to 
sleep while the storm raged around them.  It may be easy to have a kind of faith 
after being a witness to a miracle, but Jesus wanted the disciples to see that 
having true faith is to trust God while the storm is raging, with no miracle in sight. 

There’s another story about faith, and a ship at sea in the midst of a storm.  Many 
of you know that the Moravians were a big influence on the theology of John 
Wesley that under-girds the doctrine of our church.  Their relationship began in 
1735, when John Wesley was making the four-month journey across the Atlantic 
to Georgia.  While on route, the ship encountered a storm so violent that the wind 
snapped the ship’s main mast in two.  As most of the English on the ship were 
crying and screaming, a small group of Moravians stood calmly together, singing 
hymns.  Wesley was so impressed by what he witnessed that he began a personal 
quest to understand the profound inner strength that he saw in the Moravians.  
Wesley wanted that for himself.  What Wesley learned was that true faith is not 
believing that God is going to smooth out the storms in our lives.  True faith is 
trusting that, despite the storms, God will see us through. 



 3

Wesley penned a wonderful description of this almost paradoxical sense of 
serenity in the turmoil of life.  You may have seen it in your bulletins a few weeks 
ago.  Wesley wrote, "The bottom of the soul may be in repose, even while we are 
in many outward troubles; just as the bottom of the sea is calm, while the surface 
is strongly agitated." 

So, what became of the Native American boy that I started telling you about 
earlier?  Hour after hour he sat in fear, until at last he realized that the sky was 
starting to lighten.  Dawn was coming.  Yet it did little to allay his anxiety because 
he was still surrounded by such a thick morning mist that he couldn’t see more 
than a few feet in any direction.  As the sun rose on the horizon, he wondered 
what evil things might still be hiding out there.  Slowly, he began to make out a 
dark image barely 20 yards away from him.  His imagination went to work again 
and his terror reached new heights, when suddenly the mist parted.  There stood 
his father.  His father’s arms hung at his sides, but in his left hand was his bow, 
with an arrow already in the string, prepared to shoot in an instant if necessary.  
His father had come back in the darkness, and had stood there, silently, all night.  
And the boy realized that despite the worst fears that he had conjured up in the 
lonely darkness, he had never been alone.  He had never really been in danger. 

For all the worst fears we can conjure up for ourselves, we are never really alone – 
never really in danger.  That’s the point of Mark’s story of Jesus calming the storm 
– that we needn’t live in fear.  Things may get bad enough in our lives that we 
wonder whether Christ is paying attention.  We wonder if he isn’t just taking a nap 
somewhere.  But Christ is always right here, in the boat with us.  God doesn’t 
promise that the way will be smooth, or that you won’t have difficulties, or 
heartaches, or even tragedies in your journey.  God never promised that.  But God 
promises to get you where you’re going.  

And he promises that he will never leave your side along the way.  That promise in 
today’s reading is so simple, and so subtle, we may tend to read right over it.  But 
it’s there, in the very first verse: “On that day, when evening had come, he said to 
them, ‘Let us go across to the other side.’” (Mark 4:35) Not, “you go,” but “let us 
go.”  We’re going together.  And we’re going to get there.    

God does not want us to live in fear.  We can find proof of God’s intention that we 
live free of fear throughout scripture.  In the twenty-sixth chapter of Leviticus, for 
example, God describes how he will provide for his children in the land he is giving 
them, as he does so many times.  But at the end, God reduces the promise to its 
very essence when he says to those who love and trust him: “I will grant peace in 
the land, and you will lie down and no one will make you afraid.” (Leviticus 26:6)   

In fact, you can hardly turn to a page in the Bible without seeing something like 
this: Fear not; don’t be afraid; don’t let your heart be troubled. Peace; my peace I 
give you.  The Apostle Paul calls it the peace that defies human understanding.  
Of course, in the boat following the storm it also defied the disciples’ 
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understanding.  Today’s reading ends with them scratching their heads and 
asking, “Who is this guy?”  But the mystery doesn’t make the assurance any less 
real. 

God knows that we need to be reminded of his promise to get us to the other side.  
In the good times we may have an unfortunate tendency to lose our awareness of 
Christ’s constant presence.  But he is still with us.  And when the worst storms of 
our lives blow up, we may wonder if Christ is paying attention, or even cares.  But 
Christ is still there, waiting to help you, although he may be sleeping in the stern. 
Don’t be afraid to wake him up.  Don’t be afraid to awaken hope. 

 

 

1
 I recount this story, as best I remember it, from a “Walk to Emmaus” I made in the 1990’s.  

Beyond that, I do not know how to attribute it. 
2 M. Scott Peck, What Return Can I Make: The Dimensions of the Christian Experience, Simon & 
Schuster, 1985 

                                                 


