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WESLEY UNITING CHURCH, FORREST, CANBERRA 

SUNDAY, 24 JUNE 2012, 9 AM AND 10.30 AM 

PENTECOST 4 / 35 TH. ANNIVERSDARY OF THE UNITING CHURCH IN 
AUSTRALIA 

SERMON 

JAMES HAIRE 

Scripture Readings:   Mark 4: 35 – 41 (Jesus calms the storm) 

                                      II Corinthians 6: 1 – 13 (Paul’s hardships) 

Sermon Text: Mark 4: 41: ‘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?”’ (NRSV) 

This past week we have seen on our news broadcasts the tragedy of the shipwreck of 
the boat carrying asylum-seekers in the Indian Ocean. 

This story of the storm on the lake was important in the early church.   It occurs three 
times in the Synoptic Gospels, here in Mark 4, and again in similar accounts in 
Matthew 8 and Luke 8.   

In order to understand the story of the storm on the lake, it is necessary to consider 
the historical background to the story in terms of the physical aspects of the context 
in which the event happened, the disciples’ approach to the sea and to lakes arising 
from their personal and occupational backgrounds, and Jewish beliefs about the 
nature of the sea and of areas of water..  

In its physical existence, the Sea of Galilee is a substantial lake surrounded by high 
mountains, with deep valleys running between the mountains.   In this context, it is 
possible for the wind to pick up very suddenly in a valley and to come beating down 
on the sea.   It was possible for a fisherman to leave the shore of the lake from one 
side when it was calm, and then for the sea to suddenly become very squally.   Winds 
could sweep down onto the sea without warning and create great waves. 

The disciples included fisherman, who must have been used to swimming.   They 
would not themselves have been frightened of water.   It is then a puzzle that we have 
stories in the New Testament about the disciples’ fear of water and fear of drowning. 

The Jews were largely a rural people from the inland.   Even though they were largely 
settled farmers, they had an idealised picture of themselves as originally nomadic, 
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wandering through the desert.   The Jews, as settled farmers rather than nomadic 
tribesman, nevertheless clung to their self-image as wanderers.   Why was it that 
settled farmers saw the purity of their faith as wanderers?   One of the questions of 
Old Testament scholarship is whether the Israelites actually did wander in the 
wilderness for forty years, or whether this was their self-image of what their history 
meant.   Their identity related to land rather than sea.   By contrast, Greeks especially, 
and Romans also, identified themselves with the sea.    

The Jews regarded the sea as the place of evil and threat.   In Genesis 1 God creates 
the land out of the great ocean.   He raises up the land and calls it is good.   The good, 
that is, the land, comes out of the evil, that is, the ocean, by breath or spirit (ruach in 
Hebrew) of God. 

If the Jews saw water as the place of evil, they believed that water that had been 
shaken up was especially so.   Examples of this include the water that had been 
shaken up in Job 41 and in some of the Psalms.   There is the power of God over the 
forces of the deep, as seen, for example, in Psalm 107: 23 - 32, especially verses 28 - 
29.   When water is shaken, evil is present in particularly gross forms, such as the 
great sea monster of Israelite history, termed variously “Rahab” or “Leviathan”, who 
shakes up the sea.   Therefore, expanses of water, such as the ocean or inland lakes, 
are places of evil, especially when shaken up.   From Genesis 1 right to the end of the 
New Testament, this attitude to water constantly appears.   In Revelation 21: 1 - 2 we 
read that John “saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more”, and he “saw the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her 
husband”.   This is no beachside wedding!  

The disciples were not physically frightened of water, and should have been able to 
swim.   They were frightened that, having followed this Jesus, having just heard him 
speak, and having watched him go away to pray and commune with God, now evil 
was about to overpower him, and them, and that this apparent revelation from God 
through him was about to be exposed as fraudulent.   So their question was, “Was 
Jesus really Lord of all?   Was he really the Messiah?   Or was this all nonsense, and 
was evil going to overpower him, and them as well?” 

There is a storm, and Jesus is asleep.   However, he awakes, and all is calm again.   In 
this moment the disciples see that he is really Lord of all, that he has total power over 
the forces of evil.   If the forces of evil created the storms, and the forces of evil are in 
the water, he calms them.   He becomes to the disciples the representation of the God 
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whom they knew in Genesis, who created the world out of water, and he again creates 
stillness out of the water.   The disciples have been asking: “In him is there the one 
and the same reality as seen in the God of Israel, and is he the Lord of all?”   His 
presence with them in this event shows that the same reality of the presence of 
God is here too.  

The disciples are aware that they are in the very revelatory presence of God.   The 
Greek of verse 41 puts it this way: “έφοβήθησαν φόβον µέγαν” (“ephobēthēsan 
phobon megan” – “they were filled with great awe” (NRSV)), which in the Greek 
relates very closely to the very last words of Mark’s original text at Mark 16: 8, 
“έφοβουντο  γάρ” (“ephobounto gar” – “for they were afraid” (NRSV)).   They are 
amazed and filled with holy fear, sensing that they are in a kind of direct, and 
special, presence of God.  

Later, in another account, Peter tries to get out of the boat.   When he looks down at 
the water and the evil of the world around him, he starts to sink.   However, when he 
keeps his eye on Jesus, who has overcome the powers of evil, he is incorporated into 
Jesus and can withstand the overpowering of the evil sea.   Jesus chastises him, 
asking him not to look at the world around him, which depresses him, but to keep his 
eyes on him.   When he gets into the boat and is with them, all again becomes calm.   
Dietrich Bonhoeffer uses this image in his writings at the height of the church 
struggle against the forces of evil in Germany.   

From early days the church was often symbolised as a boat, sometimes with the 
empty cross of the Risen Christ in the middle of it, as it is in the logos of the World 
Council of Churches and of the Uniting Church in Australia.   The boat is on choppy 
waters, but is steadied by the presence of the empty cross, with Christ risen.   Its 
meaning is clear: those who are in the church without Christ are fearful that they will 
drown.   However, when Christ is with them, then he has overcome the powers of 
evil, and the church has meaning.   A question for the early church in persecution 
was: “Is he asleep?” and “Is he asleep on a decadent pillow?”   Their comfort was to 
find that Jesus constantly stands up in their midst, and that all is well.  

So here, on this Thirty-Fifth Anniversary weekend of the Inauguration of the Uniting 
Church in Australia on 22nd. June, 1977, what does this passage say to us?    

We need to hear the word of Christ to us as we celebrate this anniversary of this 
Church    We speak often of ourselves in the Uniting Church as a Pilgrim People.   
Our being in this Church can be a journey of discipleship, or it can be a journey of 
idolatry.   It depends on how we take it. 
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How do we listen to the voice of God?   It is not our task as Christians primarily to 
invoke God for our particular view of the world, but rather, in humility, to sit and 
listen as that divine voice comes to us.   Let us first go to the very heart of our 
existence as Christians, and as the church.   The inexplicable will of God to be for, 
and with, humanity implies that the church’s life cannot begin to be understood in 
terms of the structures and events of the world.   Equally, God’s inexplicable will to 
be God with, and for, humanity implies that we should always understand our life as 
Christians theologically.   These simple, yet profound, facts derive from the mystery 
of the triune God not to be God apart from, or separate from, humanity, but rather to 
make God’s very life intersect with the unity of the Son of God with us.   Our 
theological basis as Christians and as the church is in the wonder of God’s 
condescension, in the intentionality of God’s solidarity with sinners, that is, with 
those who find their self-identity solely within themselves, and find their self-
justification and sole solace in themselves alone, without any reference to God.   The 
church is called to exist solely through the solidarity of Jesus Christ with those who 
are alienated from God, by Christ going to the extremes of alienation for humanity, 
so that humanity might through him come close to God.   At the heart of our faith is 
expressed the fact that God does not wish to be alone in celebrating the wonder God’s 
inexpressible love for humanity.   God in Christ calls into existence an earthly body 
of his Son, who is its heavenly head, in order that humanity may responsively rejoice 
with God in the harmony and peace which God has established for creation.  

If the being of the church and its life is predicated upon the grace of Jesus Christ as 
itself defining God’s action in the world for the reconciliation of creation, including 
humanity, then its life of peace, your and my peace, is that which it receives from 
him, who is its life.   The church’s very existence will be shaped by the manner in 
which it confesses this truth to be its very life.   Your and my very existence will also 
be shaped by the way in which we confess this truth to be our very life.  

Where is this Christ?   When Jesus awakes in the boat, he is there at their point of 
need.   What can this mean for us today?   I think that there are three things which 
this passage has to say to us today. 

1. The Church often seeks meaning for itself by the categories of the 
contemporary world, numbers, programs, community services, and so on.   
Indeed, in the Uniting Church in Australia we have made great strides forward 
in some of these categories.   Through Uniting Care we serve the needs of over 
two million of our fellow Australian each year.   As a church, we worship God 
Sunday by Sunday in around forty different languages.   These are wonderful 
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forms of witness.   However, our identity and meaning are found in Christ 
alone.   That is why it is stressed that it is Christ who is the source of the gifts 
and the corresponding ministries.   The Church does not exist because of the 
activities of Christian enthusiasts.   We may think that we are saved by 
enthusiasm or by a pietistic response rather than by the grace of God, but that 
is idolatrous.   We may believe that our witness to our experience is as valid as 
the Bible.   However, if that is so, we can be in danger of the worship of 
ourselves or of our experience rather than in recognising that Christ is with us.   
Our meaning as a church comes simply from Christ. 

2. The boat on the lake is being swamped too.   Evil enters the very life of the 
church.   At times in the New Testament there are time-images; evil is present 
now, but at the end will be overcome.   At other times there are place-images; 
evil and good exist together.   Here is a place-image.   Evil is present in the 
church.   In the last thirty-five years we in the Uniting Church have done some 
wonderful things, as we noted above.   We have also done some very stupid 
things.   Worse, we have failed to do other things that we should have done.   
We now have virtually no mission co-workers serving with partner churches 
overseas on a permanent basis, as we had before in great numbers.   In some 
Synods we have so professionalised church government as to virtually exclude 
congregational representatives from being involved in, or having any 
meaningful influence in, the governance of the church.   This is totally against 
the very foundations of our inheritances.   In two Synods we have abandoned 
meaningful presbyteries and the warm fellowship and support that they bring.   
We have done things in our church which have made further church unions 
very difficult.   This is the reality, and we live with it.   Calvin uses the image 
of the “visible” and “invisible church”.   Wesley speaks of our gradual 
sanctification.   However, despite all this, Christ is present too, and 
ultimately he has overcome the central vibrancy of evil.    

3. The Church should not fear or anxiety.   This is the point here.   For fear is a 
sign of disbelief.   Most churches in this country have to address the situation 
that our numbers are falling.   However, the church will not grow or survive by 
anxiety alone.   Sometimes Synod or national programs are nothing more than 
expressions of anxiety.   What are we to do?   Our only response is to be active 
in outreach by being faithful to Christ.    All else is idolatrous.   It was Christ 
who woke up in the boat and calmed the waves.   There is no place for anxiety, 
for anxiety is the very thing from which Christ saves us.   The church will not 
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be saved by our works, but by God’s love alone.   Our identity is not caught 
up in the fact that we love God, but that God loves us.   Peter Taylor 
Forsyth, the Scottish Congregationalist theologian, wrote: “For years I thought 
I was a lover of God; now I realise that I am an object of God’s grace”. 

In the early 1970s, soon after I began lecturing in theology in Indonesia, a student 
arrived at our college, and indeed lived in our home for a time.   His name was 
Agustinus Aesh.   He had been converted to Christianity, and baptised, only 
shortly before he came to college.   He had been attracted to Christianity as a 
teenager by peering through the open winds of churches and listening to the 
preaching.   In his second year in college he was confirmed, with some resistance 
from parts of his family, as he was the son of a chiefly family, and the inheritor of 
considerable lands.   However, he was still searching.   Agustinus went on to 
become Moderator of his church in Indonesia.   During the Muslim - Christian 
violence he was on the run in the forests for months.   Eventually he stood with 
the Muslim Sultan of Ternate, and told the Christian community: “Kill me before 
you touch a Muslim!”, as the Sultan said to the Muslim community: “Kill me 
before you touch a Christian!”   He and the Sultan went to Jakarta, and had 
conversations with the President, Abdurrachman Wahid.   He got him to intervene, 
and to begin the process of bringing peace in the Muslim - Christian conflict.   
Last year his life on this earth ended.   Before that, he told me a story.   Just before 
his ordination as a minister, he had been crossing the sea between the islands, 
back to his homelands.   As a child of a chiefly family, he wore a thin strip of 
leather around his waist, with three small precious stones embedded in the leather, 
taken from the lands he and his family owned.   They represented his identity.   As 
he crossed the sea, he felt impelled to take a knife, and cut the leather waist-band.   
He then threw it, with the precious stones, into the sea, with the words: “In the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, I now enter a new life”.   
His identity was now not in his ancestral lands, but in Jesus Christ.   His new life 
began that day on the sea.   So it was for the disciples.   So it is for us, as we think 
on the formation of the Uniting Church.   May it be so for each of you!   Amen.  

  

 


