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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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“With the Lord’s help I want to speak to you about today’s reading
from the holy gospel, and to urge you in his Name not to let your
faith lie dormant in your hearts when you are buffeted by the winds
and waves of this world.” That’s how St Augustine began a sermon
in the 5  century on this same gospel that we read today. I’mth

tempted to say that you’d get a lot more out of Augustine’s sermon
than you will out of mine, but as some great bishop said, it’s the
power of God, not the power of the preacher, that speaks to the
hearts of God’s people. I am going to quote Augustine though, and
a couple of other bishops, and a priest, and a deacon.

Bp Wright explains what the Sea of Galilee is like. First of all, it’s
not really a sea, it’s a freshwater lake, aka the Lake of Gennesaret.
It’s about 13 miles long and 8 miles across at its widest point, so
not really all that big. But because of the geography, Wright says,
it “can get very rough very quickly.” He also points out that signs
are posted in parking lots at the beaches on the western shore
warning drivers that their cars may suddenly be swamped by huge
waves. And boats, he says, can get tossed around like a child’s toy.

Apart from fishermen, the ancient Israelites were never a seafaring
people. Even the modern Israeli navy only has sixty-three vessels.
So in ancient days they most likely had a much greater fear of the
unknown than their neighbors did when it came to oceans and
seas... and big lakes. And that was probably reinforced by what
they read in their scriptures. According to the creation story, God
pushed back the waters so that the dry land could emerge (Gen 1:9-

10). And he did it again so that his people could make their escape
from Pharaoh’s army by passing through the Red Sea without

getting wet. When Jonah ran away from God by jumping on a ship,
God stirred up a violent storm, which he calmed after the sailors
threw Jonah overboard.  Psalm 93 compares the power of God to
the power of the sea which, to the psalmist, is the most powerful
thing on earth: “mightier than the breakers of the sea, mightier is
the LORD who dwells on high” (Ps 93:5). And the psalm we sang
today tells of how  the waves “mounted up to the heavens and fell
back to the depths,” and the hearts of the people caught in the
storm “melted because of their peril.” The sea was also home to
Leviathan, the terrifying mythical sea monster mentioned several
times in the Old Testament, and in many other ancient writings
from around the Mediterranean. 

So to God’s people, the sea was dark and mysterious, and
represented the power of evil that threatened to destroy the whole
creation, and to thwart God’s good purposes (Wright, 52). But every
time the power of the sea, or the evil it represents, is mentioned in
the OT, God is clearly shown as being more powerful, and always
able to control it. So the story of Jesus calming the sea is more than
a simple tale of danger and rescue. It’s about Jesus possessing all
the power of God, and how the people of God should never doubt
that power or lose faith in him.

The first hint of that fact is in St John’s account of the wedding
feast at Cana when Jesus turned water into wine (Jn 2:1-11). He who
created everything out of nothing in the first place, has the power
to recreate anything that exists. That, by the way, is the basis of
what happens in the sacraments. God takes us sinful, distorted
creatures and makes new ones. As we heard from St Paul last
week, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; the old has
passed away” (2Cor 5:17). He takes ordinary bread and wine and fills
them with himself in order to feed his new creations. He causes
two people to become one flesh in holy matrimony. That’s what we
call the Sacramental Principle: God takes ordinary, natural things
and does extraordinary, supernatural things with them.

The background to today’s gospel is that Jesus has just finished a



very long session of teaching. Earlier, he had healed a lot of
people, and driven a demon out of at least one person, all of which
attracted quite a large crowd. So he led them out to the Sea of
Galilee, and told his disciples to ready a boat for a quick escape.
The crowd was pressing in on him, and a lot of people who had
various diseases wanted to touch him in order to be cured. And
whenever unclean spirits came into contact with him, Mark says,
“they fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of God!’
But he sternly ordered them not to make him known” (Mk 3:11-12).
He wanted people to come to that conclusion on their own, by
listening to his teaching and witnessing his miracles. In the middle
of all this, as we read a couple of weeks ago, some religious leaders
came out from Jerusalem and accused him of being a servant of the
devil– “by the ruler of the demons he casts out demons,” they said.
But he pretty easily showed the absurdity of that claim when he
replied, “How can Satan cast out Satan?... A divided kingdom is a
weak one, and cannot stand” (3:23-24). 

He finishes off this teaching session with a lesson about how the
kingdom of God grows, as we read last week. “It’s like a mustard
seed,” he says, a tiny, tiny seed that grows into “the greatest of all
the plants,” with large branches that the birds can nest in (Mk 4:30-

32). What he’s saying there is that he himself is the mustard seed
that God has sown in the earth. Jesus possesses the whole kingdom
of God within himself, and he is the King of all creation. As more
and more people are joined to him, incorporated into his Body the
Church, his kingdom becomes the greatest of all kingdoms, at least
in the way census bureaus measure kingdoms. It was already great
simply by virtue of being God’s kingdom– we just couldn’t see it
until Jesus.

By the end of the day he’s ready to get into the boat, and so, I
imagine, are the disciples. He’s pretty tired so he falls asleep– they
probably all did, except for the skipper. Did he know a big storm
was going to come up? Of course he did, because he’s God. Was
he worried about it? Of course he wasn’t, because he’s God. St

Ephrem the great 4 -century deacon said, “The boat carried histh

humanity, but the power of his Godhead carried the boat.”

Getting back to St Augustine, he says, “Do you think the Almighty
was overcome by sleep against his will? If you do, then Christ is
asleep in your hearts,” by which he means your faith is not
sufficiently well formed as to understand exactly who it is that lay
sleeping in that boat. That points to something St Paul says in
today’s second lesson: “we urge you not to accept the grace of God
in vain.” Another great bishop, Francis de Sales, said, “We receive
the grace of God in vain when we receive it at the gate of our heart,
without allowing it to enter.” Grace is God’s gift to us, which he
gives for us to use for his purposes, as well as because he loves us.
To receive it in vain, Francis says, is as if a sick person takes only
a little bit of the medicine the doctor has prescribed. “If he takes
only part of it, he will only partially benefit from it.” And what I
said last week about getting baby baptized and then never bringing
him to church afterward is a prime example of receiving the grace
of God in vain. “We receive it without receiving it,” Francis says. 
It’s a gift that we toss on the shelf without opening.

Back to Augustine, who shows how this gospel is not just a story
of danger and rescue, but is really about having an abiding faith in
Jesus, and being always awake to his presence and his care. “This
sleep of Christ,” Augustine says, 

has a symbolic meaning. The boat’s passengers are human souls
sailing across the sea of this world in a wooden vessel, which
represents the Church. And since each one of us is a temple of
God, each one’s heart is also a little sailboat.

It’s because of today’s gospel reading, by the way, that the Church
is characterized as a ship. And that’s why a ship is depicted on our
altar and pulpit hangings. “When you have to listen to abuse,”
Augustine says, 

that means you are being buffeted by the wind; when your anger
is roused, you are being tossed by the waves. So when the winds



blow and the waves mount high, the boat is in danger... your heart
is being battered. When you’re insulted, you want to retaliate; but
revenge will bring shipwreck. Why? Because Christ is asleep in
you. What do I mean? I mean you have forgotten his presence.
Rouse him, then; remember him, let him keep watch within you,
pay attention to him. In seeking revenge you have forgotten that
when Christ was being crucified he said, “Father, forgive them,
for they know not what they do.” Christ, the sleeper in your heart,
had no desire for vengeance in his. Rouse him, then, call him to
mind.

In other words, use the grace that God has given you, for the
purpose for which he gives it. That purpose is for reconciliation–
to God and to all people. Augustine continues:

What I have said about anger must be your rule of conduct in
every temptation. A temptation arises: it’s the wind. It disturbs
you: it’s the surging of the sea. This is the moment to awaken
Christ and let him remind you of those words, “Who is this that
even the wind and the sea obey him?” Who is this whom the sea
obeys? It is he to whom the sea belongs... Try, then, to be more
like the wind and the sea; obey the God who made you. The sea
obeys Christ’s command, and you’re going to turn a deaf ear to
it? The wind is still; and you’re going to keep on blustering?

I’m going to give the last word to a 3 -century priest namedrd

Origen, one of the greatest biblical scholars the Church has ever
produced. He said,

as many as are in the little ship of faith are sailing with the Lord;
as many as are in the bark of holy Church will voyage with the
Lord across this wave-tossed life; though the Lord himself may
sleep in holy quiet, he is but watching your patience and
endurance: looking forward to the repentance, and to the
conversion of those who have sinned. Come then to him eagerly,

instant in prayer. (Fragments on Matthew 3.3) 
In the Name of ... a.m.d.g.
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