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“Shelter in the Storm”

“You of little faith, why did you doubt?”

On Saturday, August 9, I presided at my first wedding as pastor of Zion Lutheran Church.  But instead of
celebrating this marriage in our beautiful sanctuary, we gathered for the wedding service on the shores of
Lake Huron at St. Christopher Beach in Goderich.  Thankfully, it was a beautiful day, and the ceremony was
memorable for the bride and groom as well as for everyone who was present to witness the vows that
bound them to one another as husband and wife.  Looking out upon the tranquil shores of the lake, it was
hard to imagine how those same waters can become so dangerous in the midst of the storms that can come
up upon all of the Great Lakes; but every year, the people of Goderich gather to remember how perilous
those lake waters can be.  The Great Lakes Storm of 1913, historically referred to as the “Big Blow,” the
“Freshwater Fury” or the “White Hurricane,” was a blizzard with hurricane-force winds that devastated the
Great Lakes Basin from November 7 – 10, 1913.  The deadliest and most destructive natural disaster ever
to hit the lakes, the Great Lakes Storm killed more than 250 people, destroyed 19 ships, and stranded 19
others.  The financial loss in vessels alone was nearly $5 million (or about $119,310,000 in today’s dollars). 
For over 100 years, the people of Goderich gather for a service of remembrance of those who were lost in
that great storm, a reminder that the waters of the lake that were such a magnificent background for our
wedding can also be the setting of tremendous peril.

Anyone who sails the Great Lakes is well aware of how dangerous these waters can be to even the greatest
of lake vessels (another disaster, the sinking of the Edmund Fitzgerald in Lake Superior on November 10,
1975 with the loss of 29 men, has been immortalized in Gordon Lightfoot’s The Wreck of the Edmund
Fitzgerald).  It’s the same wisdom sailors gain who have experience sailing bodies of water that can be
treacherous, where storms can arise on a moment’s notice that threaten both life and property.  Such was
the case with the fishermen brothers – Andrew and Peter, James and John – who had left their nets to
accept Jesus’ invitation to discipleship; they had fished the waters of the Sea of Galilee for years and knew
how storms could transform waters that provided them with a livelihood into a setting that threatened their
very lives.  They had even experienced a storm in which Jesus was in the boat with them, an occasion
when the tempestuous waves of the sea threatened their very existence:

· “And when he got into the boat, his disciples followed him.  A windstorm arose on the sea, so great
that the boat was being swamped by the waves; but he was asleep.  And they went and woke him
up, saying, ‘Lord, save us!  We are perishing!’  And he said to them, ‘Why are you afraid, you of little
faith?’  Then he got up and rebuked the winds and the sea; and there was a dead calm.  They were
amazed, saying, ‘What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?’” – Matthew
8:23-27.

So when Jesus “made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side” (14:22), they knew
that there was a possibility they would run into a storm at sea – which of course is exactly what happens:
“the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them.” (14:24).  For the
disciples – and for anyone who has experienced the terror of being caught in a storm at sea – the main
issue here is the preservation of their lives; but for persons who are well-versed in biblical thought, the sea
is once again representing the forces of chaos, held at bay by the creative act of God, but always
threatening:

· “And God said, ‘Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry
land appear.’  And it was so.  God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered
together he called Seas.  And God saw that it was good.” – Genesis 1:9-10.

· “Then the channels of the sea were seen, and the foundations of the world were laid bare at your
rebuke, O LORD, at the blast of the breath of your nostrils.  He reached down from on high, he took
me; he drew me out of mighty waters.” – Psalm 18:15-16.



· “Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck.  I sink in deep mire, where there is no
foothold; I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.  I am weary with my crying;
my throat is parched.  My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God.” – Psalm 69:1-3.

To the biblical mind, being on the sea is itself a threat, representing all the anxieties and dark powers that
threaten the goodness of the created order.  To be “at sea” evokes images of death, the active power that
threatens the goodness of life.

· “The sea here is a barrier that separates the disciples from Jesus, who represents the presence of
God.  In the midst of the chaos of the world, they are left alone in the boat, with only their fragile craft
preserving them from its threat, buffeted by the stormy winds of conflict and persecution.” – M.
Eugene Boring.

The reason the disciples are alone in that storm-tossed boat is that Jesus “went up a mountain by himself to
pray” (14:23), the first time in Matthew that Jesus is pictured as praying.  But he does not leave them alone
to perish in the midst of the chaos of the storm at sea; early in the morning, “he came out walking toward
them on the sea” (14:25), which the disciples at first believed was a ghost.  But Jesus does not appear to
them walking on the water as a mere spectacle; whereas the modern mind focuses on Jesus’ defying the
laws of gravity by walking on water, the biblical mind thinks of the one who is overcoming the power of
chaos that the storm at sea represents.  In biblical thought, only God walks on the sea and has the power to
defeat its power:

· “… who alone stretched out the heavens and trampled the waves of the Sea” – Job 9:8.
· “Your way was through the sea, your path, through the mighty waters; yet your footprints were

unseen.” – Psalm 77:19.
· “Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters…” – Isaiah 43:16.

Here Jesus is doing what only God can do, and speaks with the voice of God: “Take heart, it is I; do not be
afraid.” (14:27).  When Jesus enters the boat, the wind ceased; Christ is the one who will be present in and
with the community of faith in its mission through whatever tempestuous seas and stormy chaos it may find
itself.

True to form, Peter is the disciple who speaks out to the Lord in midst of the storm, issuing Jesus an if/then
challenge: “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” (14:28).  Instead of rebuking his
disciple for making such an audacious demand, Jesus invites Peter to come onto the waters with him; the
Christ who speaks with authority, acts with authority, and then confers this same authority on his disciples
here shares his power and authority with his disciple.  In stepping onto the waters, Peter represents all the
disciples, portraying the theological meaning of discipleship as one who accept our Lord’s invitation.  At
first, Peter’s efforts appear to meet with success; having addressed Jesus with the proper Christological title
“Lord” (non-believers in Matthew use other titles), Peter steps out with great personal faith.  But having left
the community of disciples behind in the boat and seeing the violence of the storm, Peter begins to sink. 
He cries out “Lord, save me!” (14:30), the communal prayer adopted from the psalms and common in
Christian worship, the same words with which the disciples cried out to the Lord when they were previously
in peril on the sea (“And they went and woke him up, saying, ‘Lord, save us!  We are perishing!’” – Matthew
8:25).  

For Matthew, Peter’s problem was not only that he took his eyes off Jesus, but that he wanted proof of the
presence of Christ: “Lord, if it is you…”  As Jesus reaches out his hand to save his sinking disciple, he
rebukes Peter: “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” (14:31).  This is not the first time a disciple has been
rebuked for having “little faith”; these are the same words Jesus spoke to all of the disciples when he had
previously calmed the storm: “Why are you afraid, you of little faith?”  (8:26).  Jesus’ rebuke of Peter,
therefore, identifies him as a typical disciple; “little faith” is a mixture of courage and anxiety, trust and
doubt, “of hearing the word of the Lord and looking at the terror of the storm.” (Boring).  The “doubt” they are
bearing connotes vacillation, not skepticism; it is the same “doubt” which some of the disciples are still



exhibiting when the risen Lord appears to them for the final time: “When they saw him, they worshipped
him; but some doubted.” (28:17).

· “But perhaps Jesus speaks as a friend.  Perhaps he knows and accepts Peter’s limitations and what
he is saying is, ‘You were doing it!  You had it!  Don’t lose that!’  Faith is never settled once for all.  I
grasp God, or more accurately, for a moment I realize that God grasps me, and then I lose that
knowledge.  I never get to check off ‘have faith’ on my list of accomplishments.” – Amy Hunter.

When Jesus gets into the boat and calms the storm, “those in the boat worshiped him, saying, ‘Truly you
are the Son of God.’” (14:33).  The worshipful response to the calming of the storm and confession of Jesus
as Son of God “reflects the response of a grateful church that experiences the impossible presence of
Christ with it in its mission – as promised.” (Boring).  When Christ sends us forth, we know that we might
face storms as threatening as those on lakes as small as Galilee or as great as Huron.  We may face
storms of opposition, mighty winds of persecution, deserts of indifference and apathy when we seek to go
forth in the name of our Lord.  But we also go forth in the confidence that our Lord is always with us to give
us strength, to calm the storms, and to call us to trust in him.  

· “But like Peter, I can step forward, even if the ground beneath me is no more substantial than water. 
What matters is that I am walking toward Jesus, whose hand is held toward me, stretched out in
invitation, stretched out to grasp me should I fall.” – Hunter.

As I surveyed the glistening waters of Lake Huron on that beautiful August afternoon, I noticed that several
boats were leaving the Goderich harbor to enjoy a day on those waters.  Many of those sailors undoubted
knew the story of the Great Lakes Storm of 1913; many had probably experienced similar storms on the
lake that frightened them and even threatened their lives.  Even though the skies were blue and the waters
calm on that day, they went forth knowing that conditions on the lakes can become perilous in the blink of
an eye. 

When we go forth to serve in the name of our Lord, we are also aware that many who have gone before us
have faced harsh conditions and been through perilous ordeals in their path of ministry; that is why we pray
this morning that God will be with us and guide us through whatever storms we may face, so that no matter
what may lie ahead on the horizon we might go forth in confidence that the one who sends us into these
stormy seas will be present among us and prevail over whatever forces seek to destroy the word of life we
bear in Jesus’ name:

· “O God our defender, storms rage around and within us and cause us to be afraid.  Rescue your
people from despair, deliver your sons and daughters from fear, and preserve us in the faith of your
Son, Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord.  Amen.”


