
Covenant Word

Baptist ChurCh of the Covenant

2117 University Boulevard, Birmingham, AL 35233  |  www.bcoc.net  |  205-328-0644

Boca de Mariel is a small port city on the 
most northern tip of Cuba. Only 90 miles 
from Miami, it is on the Gulf of Mexico 
and was the departing site in 1965 of 
almost 3000 Cubans when they tried to 
escape to the United States of America. 
In response, the Cuban government built 
a military outpost along the shoreline in 
order to remind the Cubans not to try 
this again. It just so happens that the 
Shalom Baptist Church originally met in 
the house right next door to the outpost. 
We sat on benches with our feet on the 
driveway, but our backs were literally up 
against the wall of the military outpost. 
It was a little uncomfortable since we 
were a small group of Americans and 
those with whom we worshiped 
were a small group of Cubans and 
just over the seven foot wall were 
the military police.

This was at the very beginning of 
our partnership with Shalom. It was 
Sunday and after baptizing in the 
Gulf, Corita asked me to preach. As 
I struggled to think of what story 
might connect, I thought about today’s 
New Testament reading. The men and 
women of Shalom faithfully fish the Gulf 
of Mexico for their livelihood. They only 
possess what I would call a small dingy, 
affectionately named “Daisy.” They fish 
with nets and roll their catch up the 
dock to the house in a rusted out wheel 
barrow.

As I took it all in, I asked them what 
they do when a storm develops and 
they are out on the water. Without 
hesitation, some answered, “We have 
fear!” Others said, “We pray.” And still 
others volunteered, “When there is no 
way to come home, we wait it out.” To 
overcome my lack of Spanish, I tried to 
act the story out: The wind that blew, 

the roughness of the water, the tossing 
about in the boat. I thought they might 
laugh at this crazy American woman, but 
instead they grew intensely attentive; 
rocking with me, shaking their heads in 
understanding, hanging on every word, 
because they KNOW about waiting out 
a storm whether on water, or in their 
personal lives or with the military police 
watching and listening just beyond the 
wall. So this week I thought about their 
sun-burned faces, their rough hands, 
their broad shoulders, their tired eyes as 
I imagined the disciples in today’s gospel 
reading. The disciples are experienced 
fishermen too, but the storm howling on 
the sea is so fierce, even they are afraid.

It has been a long day for Jesus and 
those with him. While Jesus teaches, 
the religious authorities accuse him so 
strongly of demon possession, that Jesus’ 
biological family come to rescue him from 
himself. He refuses to leave with them 
claiming those who do the will of God to 
be his family of choice. Then, he launches 
into parable after parable about farmers 
and seed, claiming that if we can muster 
faith the size of a mustard seed, then we 
take an active role in the creation of the 
Kingdom of God.

The size of that seed is important, 
because as believers, when we go through 
difficulties or challenges or trials, we 
know it is faith—even if only little bitty 
faith—that gets us through the tumult of 
a storm in order to get to the other side 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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The disciples are 
experienced fishermen too, 
but the storm howling on 
the sea is so fierce, even 

they are afraid.



of the tempest. So when today’s gospel begins with 
Jesus saying, “Let us go across to the other side,” we 
better put on our seat belts and crash helmets. If we 
thought the scribes had been inhospitable, we should 
prepare for how difficult the open sea can be when we 
launch forth for Kingdom 
adventures. It seems that 
Jesus is always inviting 
revolutionaries to leave the 
security of tested shores 
in order to take a journey 
toward the unknown other 
side. Any time we cross the 
open sea to get from one 
side to the other—whether 
it be a change of thought or philosophy or belief or 
relationship or understanding—to get to the other 
side can sometimes be like surviving a terrific storm. 
Hear what Steve Garnaas-Holmes writes in Unfolding 
Light:

You know, don’t you, that [Jesus] never simply 
means the far side of the lake?

[Jesus means] The other side.
The other side of the tracks.
The other side of the border.
The other side of life.
Beyond the familiar, the safe, the manageable.
The other side of the argument. Another 
viewpoint.
The other side of the conflict.
The other side of yourself.
The other side of the veil. The unseen.
Let us go there. [he says]

Let us explore the dark side of our hearts.
Let us stand in solidarity with those who are 
“other.”
[Let us] See the world in an “other” way.

Think further about “the other side”…to what is 
Christ inviting you and how will you persevere in 
order to get there?
I have always thought that this story is about only 

one boat; one boat filled with the disciples and 
Jesus. But Mark clearly says in verse 36 “And other 
boats were with him.” So there is a small fleet going 
to the other side with Jesus. Thomas Troeger says 
that the “people in the other boats cannot see Jesus 

asleep in the stern of his 
boat, especially when the 
windstorm comes up and 
their own boats start to 
take in waves. … it is a 
stunning image of the 
importance of the church 
to ask Christ to still the 
raging storm. There are 
boats other than our own 

that are desperate for Christ’s restoring peace. Our 
prayers are…intercession for all of earth’s storm-
tossed people.” (Sermon Sparks, p. 62) Think further 
about the people in those other boats. For whom are 
we compelled to pray?

In Mark’s words, “A great storm of wind arose, and 
the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was 
already filling.” The disciples are filling too, with fear. 
Those surging black waves, whipped by a driving wind 
are crashing into their small craft. Their oars have no 
effect on the turbulent sea. As fishermen, they are 
accustomed to wind and wave, but not to anything 
like this. We know Jesus is there. The trip is his idea. 
Only Jesus is sleeping, undisturbed, in the back of 
the boat. The men, at last, shake him awake as their 
fear speaks in desperation and bewilderment, “Don’t 
you even care that we are perishing?” 

In this question, we hear echoed the heartbreaking 
desperation of all saints and sinners whose prayers 
for themselves and those they love seem to bounce 
back from the ceiling or fall silently into an infinite, 
empty space or God is seemingly absent. In that void 
is formed the poorly disguised cynicism of those who 
plead earnestly to heaven but later tell their believing 
friends that “Jesus must just be asleep in my boat.” 
(Jim Callahan, “Weatherproof,” The Christian Century, June 7-14, 
2000)

When have we been caught in the storm? When have 
we pledged loyalty to Jesus about some passionate 
cause, that we will follow him on the journey, through 
the storm, in order to get to the other side only to 
find ourselves hanging on for dear life, nauseated and 
filled with fear?

If ever there was someone caught in a maelstrom; 

Those surging black waves, 
whipped by a driving wind are 
crashing into their small craft. 
Their oars have no effect on 

the turbulent sea.

It seems that Jesus is always 
inviting revolutionaries to leave 
the security of tested shores in 
order to take a journey toward 

the unknown other side. 
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if ever there was someone who called to God in 
desperation; if ever there was someone whose life 
was indicative of the dung heap upon which he sat, 
it was Job.

You will remember that Job is the man who does 
everything right and is repaid with suffering every 
kind of wrong. He is blameless and upright, the Bible 
tells us. He fears God and turns away from evil. But 
then God, who doesn’t come off too well in this story, 
makes a deal with Satan to test Job. In short, Job 
loses everything: his oxen, donkeys, camels and 
sheep; his servants; and all of his children die around 
the supper table when a big wind out of the desert 
blows the house down on top of them. Then, from 
the soles of his feet to the top of his head, itching 
sores erupt. Job’s wife tells him: “Curse God and die.” 
Instead, he picks up a broken piece of pottery with 
which to scratch himself as he sits speechless on his 
pile of dung.

Three friends come to sit with 
Job. They sit in silence for an 
entire week. But once the grief 
starts to spill out of Job, once 
he starts to question God in 
similar ways to the disciples, 
the friends get anxious. They 
feel they must say something 
and so, in essence, they tell 
Job that he must have done 
something to deserve all that 
has happened to him. God, 
after all, doesn’t make mistakes. “God is just,” they 
say, “therefore, Job, you must be guilty.”

For 31 chapters, they say the intolerable things that 
come out of our well-meaning mouths when we try to 
be helpful or consoling in the face of catastrophe and 
death. Things like:

Your loved one is in a better place.
God needed more angels in heaven.
Here’s a Bible verse…
Have you prayed?
You are so strong.
If you only had more faith.
If you would only humble yourself.
You need these experiences to become a better 
Christian.
This is all God’s will. 

(Anna Carter Florence, The Festival of Homiletics, Washington 

DC, “Blessings for the Latter Days.”)

Job listens. We listen! We listen to messages like this 
that put all the blame for suffering on us as if it is our 
fault; and if we buy in, we begin to believe that we 
deserve to suffer, deserve to be poor, deserve to be 
in jail, deserve to be addicted, deserve to be sexually 
assaulted, deserve to be cut off from our families. If 
it is God’s will, then we deserve what we receive and 
we better sit down, shut up, and accept it. For 31 
chapters, Job listens to this stuff from his friends! 
How long have we listened? How long have we been 
caught in the storm, without oars, trying to get to the 
other side?

It is out of the storm, the text reads “out of the 
whirlwind” that the Lord finally speaks to Job: “Who 
is this whose ignorant words smear my design with 
darkness? Stand up like a man and I will question you! 
Please instruct me! Where were you when I planned the 
earth? Where were you when I laid its cornerstone?” 

God’s rebuttal, of which we 
read only a part earlier, goes 
on for four chapters, but not 
once does God answer Job’s 
questions. Job’s questions are 
about justice. God’s answers 
are about omnipotence, and as 
far as I know, that is the only 
answer human beings have 
ever gotten about why things 
happen the way they do. Only 
God knows, and just in case we 

forget, not a one of us is God.

If there is an answer to the question of unjustified 
suffering in Job; if there is an answer to the disciples’ 
question posed to Jesus, “Don’t you care?” it is this: 
The worst thing that can happen is not that we 
suffer for no reason. The worst thing that can 
happen is if we suffer without God. (Barbara Brown 
Taylor, “On Not Being God,” Review and Expositor, Fall, 2002)

Jesus immediately tells the wind to be quiet and the 
waves to be still. And then he turns to his soaked-
to-the-skin companions to rebuke them for being 
afraid! He must have wanted to ask, “Remember faith 
the size of a mustard seed?”  It seems he only gets 
frustrated with us when we show no faith at all! And 
so with his commands, he overcomes the very things 
that threaten to overcome them. Oh my friends, when 
Jesus tries to move us from one place to another—
to move us off the shores of familiarity in order to 

How long have we 
listened? How long have 
we been caught in the 
storm, without oars, 
trying to get to the 

other side?
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change our habits, to change our minds, to change 
our hearts—keep your life jacket close, because the 
boat trip is not going to be easy! The great assurance 
in Job and on the sea with the disciples is that we do 
not have to endure the storm alone.

If we are going to think further, then maybe this is the 
best place to put energy into our thoughts, for how 
has Jesus been present in the storms you weather? 
How does divine presence uphold you, providing you 
with all that is necessary at the moment to keep your 
head above water? Oh, we fumble around and make 
our way in this world. We wonder if Jesus is asleep 
in our boat or as Job wondered, if God is absent. The 
truth is evident that God is not going to miraculously 
intervene, even though God could. There are not 
going to be any preemptive strikes in the cosmic 
war against suffering and evil, but what there will be 
is an invitation to keep building a kingdom of love, 
peace, and justice with God. God’s power is not for 
obliterating what is bad in our world, rather God 
keeps empowering us to build something good in the 
world. (David Henson, “When God Sleeps Through Storms,” 
Patheos, 6-15-15) Maybe that something good is what 
waits for us on the other side of the storm. Maybe 
that something good is a new reality for us to live 
into. Maybe that something good is a little bit of 
the Kingdom coming right here on earth even as it 
is in heaven. And to get there, we must accept the 
invitation of Jesus to get into the boat; which may be 
the biggest step of faith that we ever make. (Karoline 
Lewis, “The Other Side,” Dear Working Preacher, 6-14-15)

“Let’s go to the other side,” he says, and then he 
steps into our boat for the ride. That’s a wonderful 
savior, amen.
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