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Jesus invites us to cross with him to the other side 
Bible commentators suggest that in Mark’s gospel, the trip across 
the lake represents the mission to the Gentiles and the storm at sea 
represents storms experienced by the early church as they sought 
to carry out Jesus’ command “to go to the other side” or “to make 
disciples of all nations.” 

Preached at St. Stephen’s, Whitehall, Pentecost 3B, June 25, the Sunday after General Convention 
The assigned readings in the 
Lectionary of the Book of Common 
Prayer were Job 38:1-11, 16-18; 
Psalm 107:1-32; 2 Cor. 5:14-21; and 
Mark 4:35-41 (5:1-20) 

BE NOT AFRAID  BY BILL LEWELLIS 

It may give some contemporary per-
spective to today’s gospel story to recall 
that the architectural term for the main 
part of the church – where you are seated 
– is called the nave. It’s from the Latin, 
navis, which means ship. (Navy comes 
from the same Latin root.) When a con-
gregation or the larger church makes an 
intentional effort to reach out to people 
who are “different” than they — that usu-
ally creates a storm 

Crossing to the other side is not an 
option if we want to obey/follow Jesus. 
The only way to do it is to trust that Jesus 
will calm the storms that will surely arise. 
The alternative, of course, is to stay safely 
tied up on the shore. We are often more 
willing to be safe than to answer Jesus’ 
call to go to the other side. 

Those of you who have read The 
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (or 
who have seen the movie) may recall the 
exchange between Mr. Beaver and Lucy. 
“Then he isn’t safe?” asked Lucy about 
Aslan. “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver. “Who said 
anything about safe? Of course he isn’t 
safe. But he’s good.” Ah, but we do find 
ways to make Jesus “safe” … putting him 
in a box of our own interpretation. 
God-incidence 

My wife, Monica, has long suggested 
to me that there are no coincidences, only 
God-incidences. I suspect many of us 
hold to that. Though I don’t hold tightly 
to it, I have experienced the joy and won-
der of that wisdom, even in ways that have 
changed my life. 

We are experiencing, I think, a God- 
incidence of a high order today. You may 
at times have prayed a kind of God-give- 
me-a-sign prayer. I’m not inclined to do 
that, though I sometimes think I cheat a 
bit. I don’t ask for a sign, but at the same 
time hope God will provide one simply 
because I  need one. Earlier this week, 
when I looked up the readings for today, 
I thought God had provided a sign … or, 
at least, a God-incidence. 

The readings assigned for specific Sun-
days are parceled out over a three-year 
cycle. Who knew, years ago when those 
readings were assigned, that this Sunday 
would be the Sunday after the 75th Gen-
eral Convention of the Episcopal Church. 
Yet, these are our readings: One in which 
God says dramatically to Job, “You know, 
I’m God, and you’re not.” A second in 
which we hear that “God, who reconciled 
us to himself through Christ, has given 
us the ministry of reconciliation.” And 
another – a simply wonder-filled God- 
incidence – is about the disciples’ amaze-
ment that Jesus has calmed the storm. 
Jesus invites us, in this passage, to “go 
across to the other side” and asks us why 
we are afraid. 

Be not afraid 
What are we afraid of? As a very small 

child, growing up in a small town, I re-
member being afraid of crossing the street, 
even the relatively sleepy side street where 
we lived. Well, as a small child, I hadn’t 
had the experience of a close call in traf-
fic nor could I imagine being hit by a car, 
so it really wasn’t crossing the street that 
I feared. My anxiety was focused on what 
my mother would say or do if she saw 
me crossing the street. 

I suppose there are times when, to pre-
vent a senseless tragedy, it may be wise to 
instill reasonable fear in a child. But chil-
dren grow up. If, as adults however, we 
experience anyone – be they politician, 
preacher or profiteer – exploiting our 
anxiety or the anxiety in the culture, we 
can be sure that we are being manipulated. 

One of the most successful and long- 
lasting shows in the history of television 
has been 60 Minutes. It has generally been 
both entertaining and educational. About 
15 years ago, I came upon a completely 
new way of looking at and analyzing 60 
Minutes when someone suggested that 
“key ideas” make or break a show. For 
about ten years, I served as the Episcopal 
Church’s representative on the operating 
board of an early version of what has now 
become the Hallmark Channel. During the 
years when we were still trying to find 
our way, a TV professional led a session 
on key ideas that make programs work. 
This is how he described the key idea of 
CBS’s 60 Minutes: So many of the early 
60 Minutes shows came down to this 
statement or key idea: “We know some-
thing that, if you don’t know about it, 
could kill you or injure you or cause you 
emotional or financial harm .. and we’re 
going to tell you what that is.” Fear is a 
powerful motivating factor. 

One of my friends, Scott Bader-Saye 
teaches theology at the University of 
Scranton. He has just about completed a 
book that will be published early next 
year. The tentative title is Following 
Jesus in a Culture of Fear. The first chap-
ter, in draft form, is titled, Fear for Profit. 

Scott writes this in the opening para-
graph of that first chapter: “Be not afraid. 
We live in a time when this biblical re-
frain cannot be repeated too often. Pope 
John Paul II began his papacy in 1978 
with these words, and his successor, 
Benedict XVI used the same words to be-
gin his papacy in 2005. Among all the 
things the church has to say to the world 
today, this may be the most important. No 
one has to be convinced that we live in 
fearful times, though we are not always 
sure what we should be afraid of and why. 
We suspect that our fears make us vul-
nerable to manipulation, but we find it 
hard to quell the fear long enough to ana-

lyze how it is being produced and directed 
for the benefit of others.” 

For many years, my favorite three- 
word summary of the good news of Jesus 
Christ has been “Be not afraid.” 

Scott’s intention is for his book to 
“provide resources for living into the joy-
ful freedom of those children of God who 
have learned to put fear in its place.” 

You know there are people and groups 
who are in the business of making us 
afraid. They benefit from our fear. If they 
think we are somewhat afraid, they will 
try to make us filter everything through 
our fear. From that, they will somehow 
profit. Be not afraid. No matter how hard 
they try to scare you. 
You and I 

Today is, I think, my fifth Sunday with 
you over the past few months. You can-
not imagine – and I could not have imag-
ined – how welcomed you’ve made me 
feel. Thank you for that. Having had this 
experience, I am certain of three things 
about you and me. 

The first is that there are issues in 
church and government/politics about 
which some of you and I do not agree 
and may never agree. 

The second is that neither you nor I 
will be saved by our considered opinions. 
So, perhaps, neither you nor I should 
make idols of them. 

And the third is that, despite how dif-
ferently we may think about issues of 
church or state, we have been able with-
out crossing our fingers to worship to-
gether, to share together the body and 
blood of our Lord. 

That is true and traditional 
Anglicanism: praying together, worship-
ping side by side, worshipping God rather 
than our considered opinions. 
The Lamed-Vavnik 

There is a tradition within mystical 
Hasidic Judaism that 36 righteous people 
hold the world together by their prayers, 
their goodness and their blamelessness 
before God. The tradition says that were 
it not for them, all of them, if even one 
of them was missing, the world would 
come to an end. They are called in Yid-
dish the Lamed-Vavnik. None of them 
knows that they are one of the 36 hidden 
saints. In fact, tradition has it that should 
a person claim to be one of the 36, that is 
proof positive that he is certainly not. 

During these past few weeks of 
General Convention, one of the web 
sites* I read often applied this notion of 
the Lamed-Vavnik to “the invisible ma-
jority who make up most of our parishes 
and congregations. Through their com-
mitments to attendance, Christian service, 
prayer, teaching, cleaning and a host of 
other things, but most of all through their 
quiet living out of their baptismal vows, 
these people hold our communities to-
gether in the love of Christ. Their con-
stancy and goodness remind us that the 
cross stands still while the world turns 
around. This is a hard point for many of 
us to grasp, but it needn’t be. 

“If God’s love in Jesus Christ is stron-
ger than death – and what else is the les-
son of the Resurrection? – then this love 
must likewise be stronger than any at-
tempts to define God’s love by our own 
lights in terms more precise than God’s. 
Christ’s love, lived by his friends in care-
ful quietness, gentle joyfulness and pa-
tient steadfastness, points us over and 
over to this fact: as weather, politics, 
sports and church change, there are al-
ways innumerable places where love is 
lacking and needs to be put. This does 
not and will not change. That this kind of 
life will not usually make its way into 
history books amid the changes and 
chances of this life matters not. 

From a Christian perspective, these are 
not 36 but they are thousands upon thou-
sands of “quiet souls who have aspired 
to Christian proficiency in their lives. 
They pray and live in their parishes. They 
are the dependable, praying, beating heart 
of each parish, the core who mean what 
they live and live what they meant by their 
baptismal vows. They are the people of 
whom Saint Seraphim of Sarov said Ac-
quire the spirit of peace, and a thousand 
around you will be saved. We give thanks 
for this core of real goodness in the 
Church and the world. 

 Be assured that some unnoticed per-
son in each parish – or perhaps a handful 
of them – does more good in the course 
of a lifetime than most church commit-
tees, meetings or strategies will ever bring 
about. At the same time, however, when 
the church is at its best … the main work 
of committees, meetings, strategies, ves-
tries, rectors, bishops, councils and con-
ventions aims to support the ministry of 
all these hidden saints. 

We read in the Book of Revelation: 
“Who are these, robed in white, and where 
have they come from? … These are they 
who have come out of the great ordeal; 
they have washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb. For 
this reason they are before the throne of 
God, and worship him day and night 
within his temple, and the one who is 
seated on the throne will shelter them. 
They will hunger no more, and thirst no 
more; the sun will not strike them, nor 
any scorching heat; for the Lamb at the 
center of the throne will be their shep-
herd, and he will guide them to springs 
of the water of life, and God will wipe 
away every tear from their eyes.” 

Be not afraid. 
Canon Bill Lewellis has served the Diocese of 
Bethlehem as communication minister since 1986. 

* AnglicansOnline, www.anglicansonline.org, 
June 18 front-page letter. This section of the 
sermon draws from that letter. 


