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“The Other Side”

“On that day, when evening had come, [Jesus] said to them, ‘Let us go across to the other side …”

It could be said that there was a certain inevitability in my coming to Canada, since I great up in a town
whose nickname was “Little Canada” and whose high school mascot was the “Canucks.”  North
Plainfield got this name because it was separated from its southern neighbor, Plainfield, by a body of
water that must have reminded people of the way in which the St. Lawrence River separates the USA
from Canada.  But whoever named North Plainfield “Little Canada” must have had quite an imagination,
because Green Brook bears little resemblance to the mighty St. Lawrence beside the fact that both
contain water.  It’s a very narrow brook, hardly wider than the Avon River at its narrowest.  Other than
the occasional flood, Green Brook is also quite shallow, and really doesn’t create much of a barrier that
separates the two communities.

But while Green Brook doesn’t present much of a physical barrier between Plainfield and North
Plainfield, it represented a social and psychological chasm that was a wide as the St. Lawrence or for
that matter the Grand Canyon.  In my childhood, Plainfield was on the “other side,” a place we were
taught to be cautious of, a city where we were not to visit without adult supervision.  Even though
crossing Green Brook took seconds, it was not a trip that people from North Plainfield would frequently
take; our high school sports teams never played each other, and I don’t remember having any friends
who lived in Plainfield.  While it was only steps away, for all intents and purposes Plainfield might as well
have been on the other side of the world.  The reason for this separation is the same reason why so
many people in the USA remain separated, living on the “other side” from each other: race.  Plainfield
was and is predominantly African – American, while North Plainfield in my childhood was predominantly
white.  Martin Luther King’s dream of a society in which people are not judged by the colour of their skin
but by the content of their character hadn’t been realized during this era; I might have lived in “Little
Canada,” but our southern border was one that we did not cross nearly as frequently as people in “Big
Canada” cross their southern border.  The “other side” was not a place for us to be.

Today’s Gospel lesson is the first of a series of miracle stories in Mark that follow a recurring pattern:
there is an obstacle to overcome; Jesus’ mighty action overcomes the obstacle; and there is a
confirmation that Jesus’ actions have brought results.  The background of the story of a storm at sea is
congruent with the ancient Middle Eastern idea of the sea as symbolizing the powers of chaos and evil
that struggle against God (Psalm 107:29 praises God who “made the storm be still, and the waves of the
sea were hushed.”).  By controlling the storm at sea, Jesus does what God does and defeats the forces
of evil.  The disciples’ question at the end – “Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” –
focuses on Jesus’ identity and constitutes a specific claim regarding the divine character of Jesus, for
Jesus does what God does.

But before any of this occurs, Jesus invites his disciples to “go across to the other side,” to the eastern
shore of the Sea of Galilee.  Why Jesus wished to go there is not clear: it may have been to escape
oppression or to find new opportunities for teaching.  Whatever the reason may have been, Jesus was
inviting his disciples to leave the safety and familiarity of their present shores to journey across perilous
waters (the fisherman who were among his disciples would have been very familiar with the storms that
could come up suddenly on the Sea of Galilee) to a place that was on the “other side,” a destination
where they would not have previously journeyed.  But in spite of any misgivings they may have had,
“they took him with them in the boat just as he was.  And other boats were with him.” (4:36). But sure
enough, they soon run into trouble when “a great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so
that the boat was already being swamped.” (4:37). While everyone in the boat would understandably
have been in a panic, Jesus is seemingly not bothered by the dangers in which they find themselves, for
“he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion” (4:38).  Jesus’ ability to sleep in the midst of a raging storm



does not mean he is not concerned about the fate of his traveling companions; it shows his complete
confidence in God, “for you alone, O LORD, make me lie down in safety.” (Psalm 4:8).

· “If you sit down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.  Do not be
afraid of sudden panic, or of the storm that strikes the wicked; for the LORD will be your
confidence and will keep your foot from being caught.” – Proverbs 3:24-26.

But his panicked disciples don’t interpret Jesus’ sleeping as a sign of his confidence, but rather of his
apathy over their plight: “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” So when Jesus wakes up, he
“rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace!  Be still!’” Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead
calm.” (4:39).  Jesus’ ability to control the sea is an implicit statement about his divine power, for God
alone can rule the sea:

· “You divided the sea by your might; you broke the heads of the dragons in the waters.  You
crushed the heads of Leviathan; you gave him as food for the creatures of the wilderness.” –
Psalm 74:13-14.

· “You rule the raging of the sea; when its waves rise, you still them … The heavens are yours, the
earth also is yours; the world and all that is in it – you have founded them.” – Psalm 89:9-11.

Jesus’ command to the wind to “be still” recalls his rebuke of the unclean spirit in 1:25; our Lord is once
again manifesting his control over the forces of evil that threaten to overpower God’s people.  The
resulting “dead calm” indicates the completeness and effectiveness of Jesus’ action in controlling the sea
and the forces of chaos and death that were swamping the boats that were carrying Jesus and his
followers to the “other side.”

After Jesus has calmed the storm (along with calming the corresponding fears of his fellow travelers), he
confronts them by asking “why are you afraid?  Have you still no faith?” (4:40).  Faith trusts God to
achieve God’s purposes, even though apparent destruction; a disciple is to “strive first for the kingdom of
God, and these things will be given to you as well.” (Luke 12:31).  Jesus challenges his followers to trust
in God’s faithful presence even in the midst of circumstances in which it appears that the forces of
opposition are gaining the victory over them.  It becomes an opportunity for them to be “filled with great
awe” and ask one another “who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” (4:41).  Since only
God could control the wind and sea, the disciples’ action carries an implicit confession of Jesus’ divinity.

As relieved as the disciples must have been when Jesus calmed the storm, they may have also
questioned the necessity of having to travel to the “other side” in the first place.  What was wrong with
the side they were on?  Weren’t there many opportunities for mission and ministry on that side?  Why not
stay where it was safe and familiar, in a place where they were with their own people, in a context where
they would have some sense of security that was lost as soon as they entered those perilous waters that
threated to destroy them even before they reached that unknown country on the “other side”?

The main reason why it was necessary for the disciples to go to the “other side” is that Jesus needed to
go there; because for our Lord, there is no “other side,” no boundaries separating him from other people,
no sense of “us vs. them,” no border or barrier that prevents him from crossing over in order to share his
message and to invite even people on the “other side” to become his followers.  In fact, throughout the
Gospels Jesus goes out of his way to deliberately cross over to the “other side,” to places where his
people would never dare venture.  In John’s gospel, he crosses over the border that separated Jews
from Samaritans, a people who had been despised by Jesus’ people for generations.  One he is safely
on the “other side,” he crosses yet another barrier in striking up a conversation with a Samaritan woman
at the well, a person who was living on the “other side” within her own community because of her rather
dubious past.  But Jesus breaks through all barriers so that she might know that she too is a beloved
child of God, who in turns ignores all the restrictions that had separated her from others so that “many
Samaritans from that city believed in [Jesus] because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told me everything I
have ever done.’” (John 4:39-40).  After he crosses over to the “other side” of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus



will cross over the northern border into the region of Tyre, a Gentile area that was another place where
his people would never dare venture.  Here he encounters a woman of Syrophoenician origin who
challenges Jesus to cure her daughter; not only does this young woman receive healing, but the people
of that region also experience the power and love that dwell among us in the person of Jesus Christ.  For
the disciples who reluctantly got into the boat with Jesus to go to the “other side,” their commissioning as
apostles implies that their work by definition will demand that again and again they will need to overcome
obstacles and cross over borders and barriers so that they might “make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey
everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20).  

· “Jesus crosses many social and spiritual boundaries.  He eats with unsuitable people, breaks
Sabbath laws, associates with the unclean and heals them at the wrong times, and
communicates with unclean spirits.  Crossing to the other side with Jesus may be a risky,
unpredictable proposition, and in this passage, the wind and the sea create a visual manifestation
of the dangers of being in the boat with him.” – Meda Stamper.

As the disciples may have preferred to stay on their own side on this day and throughout their lives, they
could not truly be Jesus’ followers if they did not indeed follow him – and Jesus could not truly be “Lord
of All” (Acts 10:36) unless he crossed over to the “other side” – however “other” might be defined.  

The Church that is called to continue to work of these apostles is also called to follow our Lord in
crossing over to the “other side” to share God’s love with people in all places, no matter what side of any
barriers or boundaries they may abide.  A Church that continues to define itself as “apostolic” is therefore
a church that is “sent out” by God to all places to share the Gospel with all people.  It is a Church that is
Luther states is “sent out as equals to carry out the ministry of the gospel in common.”  Dietrich
Bonhoeffer observed that for the apostles and for the apostolic church, “the choice of field for their
labours does not depend on their own impulses or inclinations, but on where they are sent.  This makes
it quite clear that it is not their own work they are doing, but God’s.”  Philip Yancey believes that the
Church is still “worth the bother” because “having experienced God’s grace for ourselves, we want to
dispense it to others, free of charge, no strings attached, as grace always comes.” As “there’s a
wideness in God’s mercy like the wideness of the sea,” our call as God’s people is to also recognize that
there really is no “other side,” because all sides are on God’s side.

And yet, I can understand the disciples’ reluctance to get into that boat and accompany Jesus to the
“other side,” because I’ve been in that place.  I remember standing on the banks of Green Brook looking
across to the other side to Plainfield, that city we were cautioned about as a child.  In seminary, I was
warned about certain neighbourhoods in Philadelphia, places on the “other side” of invisible but very real
boundaries that one crossed at their own peril.  Living my entire life in the northeastern United States
and assuming that my ordained ministry would be spent in my native New Jersey, accepting a call that
was on the “other side” of an international border came with some trepidation.  In all of these instances, I
experienced the anxiety and fear that comes with leaving what is safe and familiar and crossing over to
the “other side,” into unknown and foreign territory, where nothing is the same and nothing is
guaranteed.  I must confess to being one of those who would have been chastised by Jesus for being
having “little faith.”

Yet Jesus continues to call us and invite us to join him on the “other side,” because that is also where we
belong.  It may be unknown territory, and at first may appear strange and even frightening; but we can
cross any boundaries and go with confidence to any side because of Jesus’ promise that “I am with you
always, even to the end of the age.”  When we find ourselves finally on the “other side,” we may discover
that our fears were unfounded, for the people we meet may have different traditions and perspectives but
share our common humanity and our yearning for love and peace that only Christ can give.  We may
discover that what others warned us about have denied us opportunities for sharing and growth in our
lives, and may help us be less reluctant to venture forward in the future.  Crossing to the “other side” may



be difficult at first, but it may also be the best thing we do for ourselves, for one another, and for the
world that God so loves.

· “By our common call to the New Jerusalem, we recognize each other as brothers and sisters. 
Therefore as the people of God, we are called ekklesia (from the Greek kaleo, “call,” and ek,
“out), the community called out of the old world into the new.” – Henri Nouwen.

So the boy who grew up in “Little Canada” wound up living in “Big Canada,” serving among people who
have a different background from his but who share the same faith and same desire to make a difference
in Christ’s name.  As I overcame my reluctance to cross Green Brook into Plainfield (discovering a
wonderful community different from my hometown but with many wonderful people and opportunities), I
continue to pray for God’s guidance so that I might overcome whatever obstacles are preventing me
from getting into the boat with Jesus and crossing over to the “other side,” the place where our Lord calls
us to follow him so that as his people all may know that the only side we are on is God’s side. Amen.


