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Fear can be good thing. It can cause us to sense imminent danger- “trust your instincts!”; it can 

encourage us to amend our habits for the better, especially, perhaps, where our health is 

concerned; and it can help us understand and re-shape our direction, our motives, our actions. 

 

But fear can also be dangerous; sometimes much more dangerous than the thing feared.  

Irrational fear can cripple us, as individuals, as communities, even as entire countries. It can 

cause us to see a situation through one single lens, rather than looking at the whole picture.  

Fear is also contagious, it spreads easily, and in the hands of certain individuals can be misused 

to influence and manipulate entire groups of people and let’s face it, we all feel better about our 

fear when others, especially our leaders, share it or validate it. Leadership based on fear, 

however, is not true leadership. Sometimes, to paraphrase FDR, it’s our fear that we most need to 

fear. 

 

The fear that the disciples experienced when the storm came up suddenly on the Sea of Galilee 

was quite rational. We’re told that Jesus’ disciples took him with them in the boat, which means 

that there were at least four experienced fishermen in that boat and if they thought fear was 

appropriate, it probably was! They have taken Jesus with them “just as he was” – and just how 

was he? Well, he’d been sparring with the religious authorities and his family, who basically 

wanted to shut him up; then, he’d been teaching most of the day, addressing a huge crowd from a 

boat just off the shore. I’m pretty sure his body, his mind, and certainly his voice were 

exhausted! It’s no wonder he fell asleep in the stern; it’s probably no wonder he stayed asleep 

when the storm came up.  

 

But the disciples weren’t having that, so they woke him up. But they didn’t wake him up because 

they want him to stop the storm; based on their eventual question “Who then is this, that even the 

wind and the sea obey him?”, I think it never occurred to them that Jesus could do such a thing.  

They woke him up so that their teacher could validate their fear by sharing in it: “Teacher, don’t 

you care that we’re all about to die???” 

 

Jesus does validate their fear, but he validates it by dealing with it appropriately. He doesn’t 

share it; instead, he illustrates his power over its cause. God’s mission is not about to end with a 

ship sunk in the tortured waves of the Sea of Galilee. Jesus “rebukes”, he scolds the elements, 

and suddenly there is calm – “dead calm”, not so much as a ripple anywhere on the sea. “Why 

are you afraid?” he asks them. “Have you still no faith.” And they are left with a whole new kind 

of fear, this time based on awe and amazement. They thought they were beginning to know this 

teacher, perhaps to understand what his mission was really about. Instead, they are left to 

wonder: “Who then is this…?”  

 

The disciples feared the elements just as those whom Jesus healed feared the demons he 

exorcised and the illnesses he healed; just as Jesus’ family and the scribes feared the dishonor 

they claimed he brought to their reputations and authority. The disciples had witnessed Jesus’ 

failure to be intimidated by those demons and those illnesses, or by his family and the 

authorities; they’d watched him respond each time not in fear, but with truthful and grace-filled 



solutions. He refuses to let fear have the victory, and he refuses to be a party to allowing fear to 

motivate and influence people. 

 

The late Anthony Bourdain went all over the world, meeting all kinds of people, seeking out new 

cultures and cuisines – that’s a huge part of his legacy. As tributes poured in last week after his 

death, someone suggested that perhaps Bourdain’s greatest contribution to the common good  

was in helping us understand that we don’t have to fear people who are not like us. The world 

continually suffers the consequences of that kind of irrational fear, a fear that can all too quickly 

morph into hate; a fear that leaders are often quick to validate, if not generate outright. It 

happened with the genocide in Armenia, just over 100 years ago; in Germany in the 1930s and 

40; in the U.S. in World War II with the interning of Japanese-Americans. We’ve seen it more 

recently in the rise of the Alt-Right, neo-Nazis, white supremacists. Fear of lesbian, gay, bi-

sexual, and trans persons continues to cause harm to innocent people. Fear of immigrants and 

foreigners – people coming to our shores and our borders seeking a better, safer life, just like 

most of our forebears did at some point – has resulted in bigotry against Muslims, and in 

mosques being bombed and defaced. More recently it has caused families of asylum-seekers to 

be torn apart, children taken from their parents and put in so-called “shelters”. Even though the 

practice has supposedly been stopped, no one seems to know when or how or even if those 

already separated will be reunited. To make matters worse, Christian scriptures are being 

misused to justify some of these actions; thankfully, religious leaders of almost every 

denominational stripe are condemning that practice and calling out the leaders who apply it.  

God help us, we just don’t seem able to put a lid on those kinds of fears, fears that are damaging, 

dangerous, and all too often deadly. Surely Jesus would not validate that kind of fear, but instead 

would remind us to show our love for God by loving our neighbor as we love ourselves. Jesus 

reminds us, as he reminds his disciples frequently – not just in the episode we read this morning - 

that we have power over the cause of our fears: the power of love and faith. 

 

The reason Jesus and the disciples had all gotten into the boat in the first place was his desire to 

“go across to the other side”. It appears that he was intentionally seeking out people not like 

them, because on that “other side” they would encounter the Gerasenes, who were gentiles, 

“other”. The first thing Jesus does when he steps out of the boat is to heal an individual – 

specifically, to exorcise a “legion” of demons from that person. Jesus doesn’t fear those demons, 

nor does he demonize the man afflicted with them, though that man’s neighbors had certainly 

done so. His response, instead, is one of healing and grace; he had been criticized before for 

casting out demons, but he does not fear the consequences.  

 

Going “across to the other side” was a physical journey that Jesus and his disciples took. But I 

wonder if this crossing might not be a metaphor, as well – a metaphor for the changes that can 

occur when we truly trust and follow Jesus. "Why are you afraid?” Jesus asks. “Have you still no 

faith?"  Yes, Jesus, we have faith; and yet fear still figures so prominently in our lives. When 

fears are rational, may we trust in the grace and love of Jesus to help ourselves and others face 

them. And when fears are not rational, unfounded, may we have the strength and courage to face 

whatever exists in our own selves that keeps us from practicing the love and mercy of God, 

 and to witness to that love and mercy in such a way that fear loses its hold on this world and its 

people. 

 


