
Storm Stayed with Jesus

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28; Psalm 105:1-6, 16-22, 45b; Romans 10:5-15; Matthew 14:22-33

It is interesting that two of the assigned readings for this Sunday deal with storms even though

they are two very different storms. The first is a storm that occurs due to circumstances in life and the

second is a storm of nature.

In the reading from Genesis poor old Joseph’s problems begin when he incurs the wrath of his

older brothers by ratting to their father by bringing “a bad report of them.” (Gen 37:4). Now having

grown up in a family with 5 brothers and 1 sister, I can tell you that these types of squabbles are

common among siblings and way back then when I was growing up it wasn’t unusual for me to get

pounded upon by my older brothers on occasion either. 

Joseph is the favourite son. The one who gets away with everything. The one who never gets

punished like you did when you were his age. Now, unfortunately for Joseph, his father enjoyed

hearing his “reports” so much that when his brothers were sent to Shecem to find pasture for their

flocks, Joseph gets sent to check up on them. He is to “bring back word” to Jacob. He makes it to

Shecem only to discover that his brothers aren’t there so he asks one of  the locals and discovers that

they had gone further north to Dothan. So dutiful son that he is, off he goes and when his brothers

see him approaching from the distance (no doubt standing out against the bleak landscape with his

ritzy “coat of many colours”) they decide to fixer this “dreamer.” It is not in the text for today but part

of the story that is skipped over is that Joseph also had a dream that really got under his brothers’

skins when he told them about it. In the dream they were sheaves of wheat and they were bowing

down to Joseph! 

Now I may have got beat up a few times by my brothers but Joseph’s brothers are so mad at

him that they don’t just want to beat him up, they want to kill him. They even think up an alibi for their

father by saying that a wild animal had killed him. They will dispose of his body by throwing it into a
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pit so deep that no one can f ind it. Reuben, the eldest, becomes the voice of reason and begs his

brothers not to kill Joseph. Instead they strip him of his fancy robe and throw him into the talked

about pit. The place where they were pasturing the sheep just happened to be on a major caravan

route and when some Ishmaelites came along on camels with goods to sell down in Egypt. The

brothers saw their chance to not only get rid of Joseph but also to make a few bucks on the side so

they sell him off to the traders for 20 pieces of silver and off Joseph goes as a slave to Egypt.

Now we all know “the rest of the story,”We have heard this story many times and know that

Joseph will make out just fine in the end and eventually his dream of his brothers bowing down

before him will become a reality. But just imagine what it would be like if you were seventeen-year-old

Joseph. You have just gone from being the spoiled, favourite son, to a slave, travelling to a land you

know nothing about, no longer free and owned by and accountable always to someone else. If that

isn’t a “perfect storm”, I don’t know what is!

The gospel storm is of a different kind, one that is illustrated in a story told by Will Willimon:

“Every year at about this time of year, I think of my last venture into deep-sea fishing. A doctor

in my church was an avid saltwater fisherman. He kept pestering me to let him take me fishing. I told

him that I was prone to sea sickness, that I had been deep-sea f ishing once when I was a child, was

sick the whole day, and hated the experience, vowing never to go deep-sea fishing again.

But this man was persistent! “I’ll take you out to where the really big fish are,” he promised.

“Got a great boat. Two big motors. In an hour, we will be in the middle of the Gulf Stream. I always

catch a hundred pounds of fish. I’ll wait until the perfect Saturday, when the sea is dead calm, and

then I’ll call you.”

Well that Saturday came, and what could I say? We headed out with a calm ocean before us,

speeding toward the Gulf Stream. It took us well over an hour to make the fifty miles to the perfect

place in the Atlantic to catch fish. But no sooner than we got there, the sky began to darken. Without
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warning the waves grew. So the master fisherman said, “Well, I promised a calm sea. I don’t know

where this storm has come from. I’ll keep my word. Let’s head home.”

With that he started the engines. One of the engines sputtered and refused to start. I

panicked. Repeated efforts to start the dead engine failed. We headed home on one engine, which

meant we sputtered home through huge waves and rolling seas. After ten hours of the boat trip from

hell, we made it home. Fortunately, I was so terrified—fearful that the other motor might give

out—that my fear overcame my nausea. I made a solemn vow that night after kissing the terra firma

of the harbor parking lot: never again.

I’ve kept my vow.”

This morning’s Gospel is Matthew’s account of a sailing venture more interesting (and

terrifying) than Willimon’s. Whereas his sailing story ends with relief and a vow never to sail again,

Matthew’s story ends with faith, worship, and renewed determination to keep sailing with Jesus, who

keeps sailing with us.

Now, if you’ve been around on previous Sundays where the lectionary is being followed you

would have heard that, just as Joseph enjoyed the popularity of his father, great crowds were flocking

to see Jesus. Perhaps at this point Jesus is now exhausted with doing good and needs a break,

maybe what he needs is a little Sabbath rest.

I notice an interesting detail up front: “Jesus made the disciples get into the boat” (14:22 CEB).

Sailing at night was Jesus’s idea. He “made the disciples get into the boat.” Jesus, who possibly

knows everything, must have known that sailing would be rough that night. Why would he take his

disciples off the security and safety of good, solid earth and make them cross a lake?

Matthew doesn’t say. We are told only that Jesus wanted to get away by himself and go up a

mountain to pray.

When darkness fell, the boat carrying the disciples was “fighting a strong headwind,” and the
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little boat “was being battered by the waves and was already far away from land” (14:24 CEB). (At

least Willimon’s little fishing boat had a functioning motor. If his fishing adventure had taken place in

the middle of the night, he likely would have been scared out of his wits!)

Early in the morning, just before dawn, Jesus “came to his disciples, walking on the lake”

(14:25 CEB). Matthew doesn’t report in his account that the disciples call upon Jesus to save them.

Rather, in their distress, Jesus comes to them. His walking on the water toward them was his idea

before it was theirs. 

Now, for the first time, Matthew says the disciples are “terrified.” It’s not “Hey Jesus whasup?”

They scream out, “It’s a ghost!”

In a terrifying storm, the disciples are even more terrified by the appearance of Jesus. Of

course, he just appears to them by unexpectedly walking out onto the water, but still I find it

interesting that those who know Jesus best are “terrified” when he shows up to them in the dark of

night, in the middle of a storm. At first they don’t recognize Jesus, and they cry out in the night, “It’s a

ghost!”

Perhaps they had thought Jesus was a great teacher, a moral advisor, an expert on scripture.

That night they discovered that Jesus was considerably more. The story begins in terror and ends in

joyful worship and recognition: “Then those in the boat worshipped Jesus and said, ‘You must be

God’s Son!’”

Sometimes we think of faith as a matter of calm, serene rumination and thoughtful

consideration that ends in, “I believe.” But this story suggests that sometimes faith is what comes to

you in the middle of a storm, in the dark, when Jesus comes to you and says, “It’s me.” And then, just

as Jesus says to Peter, “Come.”

I think it’s no accident that we read this story around twenty Sundays after Easter. This story is

a preview of the resurrection. The disciples are alone. Jesus has left them. It’s dark. Then, just about
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dawn (the same time as the women went out to the tomb), Jesus appears to them. (Matthew uses

the same word for “appear” as he will use later in describing what Jesus did after Easter.) At first they

don’t recognize him, just as the disciples didn’t recognize the resurrected Jesus. None of them

expected Jesus to be raised from the dead any more than anyone expected Jesus to appear to them

on the waves.

And Jesus says, “It’s me,” just as he encouraged and reassured the disciples after his

resurrection. And then, “Come.”

Or maybe this story is not a preview of Easter but rather a looking back from the perspective of

Easter and finding resurrection hope in the present. Perhaps some in Matthew’s church were in

danger of losing heart, doubting that the resurrection of Jesus really happened. Maybe Matthew told

them this story to encourage them, as if to say, “The resurrection—Jesus bringing saving life out of

death—wasn’t a onetime event. This is what Jesus does all the time.”

The church has always spoken of every Sunday as “a little Easter.”

I don’t know how this summer’s Sunday finds you. If by chance you find yourself not sitting

here in the serenity of our church but in the middle of a “storm,” like Joseph trapped in circumstances

not of your own making, or going down for the third time, like Peter, full of doubt, in danger of

perishing, darkness all around you, then I say that’s a great place to be met by Jesus. 

There’s a promise implied in today’s scripture. In the storm, in the dark, he will come to you.

The waves that are crashing around you, the waves that threaten you, are no problem for him. He

speaks to you, saying, “I’m not one to be feared; I’m your savior.” 

And it’s then that maybe you worship, perhaps more devoutly than you have ever worshipped

before. And you are encouraged, take heart, and hear him say, “Come.”

I know people who think the best place to get “spiritual,” the best way to grow closer to God, is

to go on a retreat, to withdraw from the struggles and strivings of everyday life, to go to a monastery
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or go off alone to a mountaintop. Today’s scripture suggests otherwise. It’s in the storm, when Jesus

has cast you upon the sea, sent you out on a mission, made you to sail, and then, in the storm, amid

wind and wave, in the dark, it’s then, right then, that Jesus speaks those saving words: “Be

encouraged! It’s me. Don’t be afraid, for I am with you.” Thanks be to God! Amen.
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