
1 
 

North Kildonan United Church 
20th June 2021 ~Rev. Don Johnson 

 

“In the Boat with Jesus” 
 

II Corinthians 6: 1-13         Mark 4: 35-41                                                                         
 

Gracious God, open our hearts and minds by the power of your Holy Spirit, that 
we may hear your Word with joy.  Amen. 

Matt Fitzgerald, a United Church of Christ minister in Chicago, recently wrote an 
article in the Christian Century magazine entitled Karl Barth’s “Wisdom for fathers (and 
mothers and all children of God)”, and since it’s Father’s Day let’s begin with this wisdom.   

In case his name is unfamiliar, Karl Barth was a great theologian of the 20th 
century, and as a theologian he had an interesting perspective on parenthood. 

Rev Fitzgerald sums up Barth’s thought this way. He writes: 

Barth states a few plain facts. Your father cannot make you happy. Your mother 
cannot make you healthy. Parents must understand that their “task is limited . . . it 
cannot amount to more than offering their children opportunities.” Before you had a 
human parent, you had a perfect one. God is your original parent. Children are made in 
the image of God, not their parents. 

Yet, in the eyes of infants and young children, parents do have “a Godward 
aspect.” They loom over their children physically, and they shape their lives. They have 
a sort of superiority, yet it “does not belong to them either as a physical or as a moral 
quality. It is the brightness of a light which falls and rests upon them from outside, from 
above—the light of the free grace of the Creator turned towards them as parents.” 

In other words, parents are like the moon. We are lit with a light of authority that 
we do not generate on our own. Once aglow, our parental role is that of an 
“ambassador,” a “distant and pale reflection” of the child’s “primary parent.” To be a 
parent is to commit yourself to being an “imitator of God’s action.” This means parenting 
must convey tenderness and correction, love and authority, generosity and protection. 

Rev. Fitzgerald goes on to tell this story which relates to both Father’s Day and 
our reading from Mark. He writes: 

When I was ten years old, my parents took my sisters and me to the Ocqueoc Falls 
in Northern Michigan. The falls weren’t huge, but water thundered through them. My 
older sister dove in. My dad whooped and jumped in after her, then stopped, waved, 
and called me to join them. 

I stayed on the riverbank. I’d seen whitecaps, but I’d never seen one in a perpetual 
churn. I didn’t move. My dad waved his arm at me again, and I could see the irritation 
growing on his face. 
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Then he saw the shame on mine. In an instant, his face went gentle. He spoke, 
louder than the waterfall: “Don’t be afraid. I’m here.” Then he came to me and picked 
me up. He hadn’t carried me in years. I wrapped my arms around his neck. My feet 
dangled to his shins. He walked us into the waterfall, leaned into the turbulence, and 
found a rock to sit on. I clung to him. 

The rapids were strong and fast. The cold water roared and foamed. It pulled at 
us, as if it wanted to pull me out of his arms. He held me tightly. It was terrifying, and 
yet I was safe, held in my father’s arms. I could not hear his laughter above the fall’s 
crash, but I felt it. I felt his heartbeat and his warmth. 

 “Don’t be afraid. I’m here.” 

In our gospel reading from Mark, we find Jesus and the disciples also in the water, 
or at least in a boat on the water. It had been a long day and Jesus needed to be away 
from the crowd. Sailing to the other side of the lake would put enough distance between 
Jesus and the crowds. 

Knowing that his disciples were fishermen, knowing that he was in good hands 
with this skilled crew, Jesus finds a cushion and relaxes into a deep and no doubt 
necessary sleep. 

As Jesus sleeps, the winds increase and the waves splash harder and harder 
against the boat, splashing so hard that water is coming in and there are fears of sinking.  
Yet these are skilled fishermen who have encountered such weather before and they 
would know instinctively how to fix the situation.  They knew how to deal with bad 
weather, but instead they panic, not trusting in their own abilities and experience. 

It’s almost as though they didn’t trust themselves because Jesus was with them.  
Jesus trusted them to do the right thing, to rely on their own skill and wisdom, to be 
fully the fishermen they were trained to be, to use all their skill and training and 
experience.  

In their panic, they waken the slumbering Jesus with their fearful accusation: 
“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 

Jesus rubs the sleep from his eyes and quietens the storm. “Peace, be still” he 
says to the turbulent waters and they immediately settle down. 

Then Jesus turns to the disciples on the boat, these skilled fishermen.  We don’t 
know what tone he used as he addressed them, perhaps annoyed or accusing, perhaps 
more likely reassuring and gentle, however he said it the meaning is clear: “Why are 
you afraid?  Have you still no faith?” I am with you he might have added. Or as the 
father in the story said to his son: “Don’t be afraid. I’m here.” 

Sometimes when we are facing danger or threat, helpful people might be inclined 
to tell us that there’s nothing to be afraid of. A child wakes up crying from a bad dream 
and the parent may attempt to offer comfort by saying there is nothing to be afraid of.  
But for the child, the dream seemed real, strong enough to make the child fearful, 
anxious about falling back asleep. 
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To tell someone that there’s nothing to be afraid of is often cold comfort to the 
one who knows there are distinct reasons to be afraid. It’s an unrealistic phrase because 
fearsome things come in many forms at all stages of life, giving us much to be afraid of. 
At any point in life we can be faced with real, dangerous, terrible things, be it health or 
relationships or finances or career or failure or other things; fearsome challenges to be 
taken seriously. To dismiss the anxiety of someone suffering by saying there is nothing 
to be afraid of, almost mocks the seriousness of the situation and diminishes the reality 
of their pain. 

Jesus does not doubt the power or reality of things that make us fearful. Jesus 
never says there’s nothing to be afraid of, because he knows well the challenges and 
dangers his followers will face.  

What Jesus does say is do not be afraid. Throughout Scripture this is the word of 
hope-do not be afraid. At his birth, as the shepherds cowered in fear, terrified before 
the angel which had appeared to them, the divine message was proclaimed: “Do not be 
afraid, for see, I am bringing good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born 
this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord”. At his resurrection, 
Jesus greets his disciples with “Do not be afraid.” 

Why are you afraid, do not be afraid, Jesus says to us. Yes, there are fearsome 
things on the sea of our days, storms and winds and waves, but because we are in the 
boat with Jesus, all those dangers are less powerful than the power of God. 

We are invited to not fear because God is with us, the same God who raised Jesus 
from the dead, the same God who never stops loving us and never lets us go.  We are 
not alone in the boat, because Jesus is in the boat with us, even if at times we find that 
faith difficult to muster. It may well be that Jesus shows his companionship to us through 
the love of family and friends or the kindness of strangers. It may also be that it is not 
until we reach the other shore that we are aware of how much we were loved and cared 
for during the worst of our journey. However, his love is shown to us, Jesus is with us, 
or as we heard earlier: “Don’t be afraid. I’m here.” 

Let’s end with the words of Jessie Adams in her 1907 hymn: 

“I feel the winds of God today; today my sail I lift, 
Though heavy oft with drenching spray 
And torn with many a rift; 
If hope but light the water’s crest, 
And Christ my bark will use,  
I’ll seek the seas at his behest, and brave another cruise.” Amen 

 


