
The Crucial Chasm 

Read Mark 4:35-41 

 Buzzing around my house there are a whole slew of carpenter bees.  They 

look like a bumble bee but they don’t sting.  They just munch away at the soft 

wood on my house, digging tunnels in which to lay their eggs and dropping 

sawdust as evidence of their industriousness.  They spar with each other, 

presumably males competing for females and occasionally noisily dive bombing 

humans sitting outside on a pleasant summer day.  My grandchildren have all 

been terrified by them at a certain point in their lives in spite of my most 

convincing assurances that they are basically harmless to humans.  “There’s 

nothing to be afraid of; they won’t hurt you.”  I got Kevin through that phase of 

childish terror by telling him they were actually my friends, giving them names 

like Ralph and Spike and calling them to come down.  He didn’t yet realize that 

they were practicing their kamikaze raids whether I called them or not.  Kids have 

all kinds of fears and we adults who are more experienced do our best to allay 

them. 

 My question is: who reassures us with our adult sized fears?  Every new 

season of life comes replete with its own uncertainties.  A whole group of people 

have just graduated from high school.  A new phase of life now awaits them.  

They wonder what it will be like and whether or not they are really equipped to 

deal with it.  Some people are on the threshold of becoming parents.  They 

wonder if they are ready (the answer is “No; there is no way you can be ready.”).  

Then there are those of us entering our later years.  “Will I have enough money 

for retirement?  Will my health fail me?  Will I become dependent upon others?  

Will I be alone?  Will I lose my mind, my independence, my eyesight, my hearing, 

and my abilities to make it on my own?”  And for all you news hounds, “will there 

be a nuclear war or an economic collapse?”  

 Many live in a witch’s brew of fear, anxiety, and worry.  What we fear has a 

defined shape, a target for our concern.  Every one of us has more than enough in 

our lives that seems threatening.  Sometimes, even an encounter with God feels 

that way.  That’s why God’s opening line in many encounters between people and 



the divine is, “Fear not.”  The Apostle John teaches us that perfect love casts out 

fear, and God is love.  We ought not be afraid when we realize that God is 

eternally serious about loving us! 

In spite of Paul’s admonition in Philippians that we have no anxiety about 

anything but that we should pray instead, anxiety often hovers over us like a 

cloud of unknown, undefined malevolence.  Unlike fear, anxiety has no defined 

target.  Anxiety doesn’t know exactly what’s wrong but is grounded in an 

assumption that nothing is quite right and we’re going to get it sooner or later.  

Anxiety is the malady of choice for those who have insomnia. 

And in spite of the fact that the Apostle Peter directs us to “cast our cares 

upon God for God cares for us,” we instead resort to worry in an attempt to 

secure ourselves against an out of control future.  My grandmother was a skilled 

worrier.  She lived through more mishaps that never actually happened, far more 

than she had time to really experience in her 90 some years of life.  In effect, 

worriers waste their lives living in an imaginary world. 

In the face of all this, what are we to do?  Where does our Christian faith 

come into play amidst the messiness of everyday life?  Not surprisingly there is 

help for us in the Gospel of Mark.  To be honest, I never really noticed one of 

Mark’s techniques of addressing the issues involved with fear and faith until I was 

tipped off by the footnotes in my study Bible.  There it was pointed out how Mark 

repeatedly placed stories of fear right alongside stories admonishing us to live by 

faith.  I decided to check the scripture references they cited out for myself and 

this is some of what I found. 

In chapter 5 we are given the story of a woman, considered unclean 

because of her years long condition of hemorrhaging without cure.  She had spent 

all she had and by the time Jesus strolled along besieged by pressing crowds, she 

had nothing to lose.  She slipped through the crowd, touched the hem of Jesus’ 

garment and was instantly healed.  Just as she thought to sneak away unnoticed, 

Jesus called her out.  She approached him with fear and trembling, expecting to 

be reprimanded for her religious violation of causing contamination of the clean 

people who inevitably came into contact with her uncleanness.  What she got 



from Jesus instead was a commendation for her faith and she got to keep her 

healing as well.  She had risky faith, richly rewarded.  When circumstances cried 

out that she was beyond all hope and all help, she dared to hold on to hope and 

to have faith in Jesus. 

That story was actually an interruption of another story.  Jesus was on his 

way to minister to a leader’s daughter who was sick unto death.  Immediately 

after Jesus healed the importunate bleeding woman, word came that Jesus 

should not be bothered; the girl had died.  Jesus said to her father, “Don’t be 

afraid, only believe.”  We would have said, “I guess we’re too late; I’m sorry for 

your loss.  If there’s anything I can do to help, please don’t hesitate to call on me.”  

Instead, Jesus went to her house and brought the girl back to life.  Don’t be afraid, 

only believe.  What kind of faith is being called for here?  And do any of us have 

that kind? 

Next, in chapter 6 we read the episode of Jesus walking on water to catch 

up with the storm tossed disciples, fishermen in their familiar environment yet 

who were that night in over their heads.  When they saw the storm, they did their 

level best to use all their experience to overcome the rough seas. But when they 

saw Jesus, they were terrified.  Jesus allayed their fears and told them to take 

heart; do not be afraid; it is I.  

 We’re told that their hearts were hardened because they didn’t 

understand the meaning of Jesus feeding a huge throng of people with a few 

loaves of bread and a couple of small fish.  In other words, they still didn’t realize 

that Jesus was the Lord of all creation, his creation, the one he had made for his 

own good pleasure long before he ever came down from heaven to redeem and 

set it free from the mess we humans had made of it through sin.   

We believe that Jesus’ redeeming work goes on constantly and one day will 

be brought to perfection at his appearing in glory.  Take your heart back, disciples.  

Don’t be paralyzed by fear every time the weather turns stormy.  And don’t be 

terrified every time I show up in ways you least expect me.  Live out of the depths 

of your new, Spirit-filled, Spirit-formed hearts. 



In chapter 9 we read that Peter, James, and John were terrified at the 

transfiguration, when suddenly Jesus and his clothes began to blaze with radiant 

light and Moses and Elijah showed up to speak with Jesus about what was soon to 

take place in Jerusalem.  It was all too much for Peter.  He wanted to siphon off 

some of the spiritual intensity, get busy and do the manly thing of booth 

construction.  To which God said, “This is my Son; listen!”  So they listened to 

Jesus speaking about death and resurrection, which inspired many questions and 

few answers.  Mark says they wanted to ask their questions but they were afraid. 

Just a few verses later, we find Jesus descending the mountain only to find 

the rest of the disciples swamped in their own impotence in trying to free a 

demonized boy.  His father at least had the honesty when challenged by Jesus to 

have faith cried out, “I believe; help thou my unbelief.”  Jesus looked at his 

disciples and asked, “How long am I to be with you faithless generation?  Then he 

healed the boy. 

In chapter 10 verse 32, Jesus was again teaching about death and 

resurrection, leaving his hearers “amazed and afraid.”  Twenty verses later, we 

see Jesus heal the eyes of Bartimaeus, a man born blind.  Jesus said to him, “Your 

faith has made you well.”  Here we see the results of a hopeless man who yet had 

faith.  He would later testify in religious court that no one ever heard of 

someone’s eyes being opened that had been blind from birth.  When Jesus is 

around it seems that the word hopeless is meaningless.  When fears are 

confronted with saving faith, we can begin to receive the admonishment to not 

be afraid. 

As the contest between fear and faith advances, in chapter 11 Jesus 

cleanses the Temple, driving out the money changers and upsetting the religious 

system that had become corrupted.  The religious people became so upset that 

they wanted to kill Jesus, Mark tells us, because they were afraid of him.  He 

looked to them like a bull in a china shop.  At the end of the day, as Jesus and the 

disciples were on their way back to Bethany, they saw a withered fig tree that 

Jesus had cursed that morning because of its fruitlessness.  The disciples were 



amazed, to which Jesus said, “Don’t doubt, believe,” and you will get that for 

which you pray. 

Finally, at the very end of the oldest, most reliable manuscripts we have of 

Mark, the gospel ends with chapter 16, verses 6- 8 which read: “’Do not be 

alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He has been 

raised; he is not here.  Look, there is the place they laid him.  But go, tell his 

disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, 

just as he told you.’  So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and 

amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were 

afraid.” 

It appears that fear has the last word.  They were told to go tell what they 

didn’t see, the body of Jesus.  They were told to go proclaim what as yet they had 

not seen, Jesus who had been raised from the dead.  In the hearts of these 

women, for these few minutes and hours, his absence overcame his presence. 

The same condition can overcome the best of us.  Somehow, every one of us, 

sooner or later, has to grow up enough spiritually to rely more upon a reality we 

can’t see than upon the so-called reality that we can see, all around us every day.  

We have all been challenged to walk by faith, not by sight. 

The writer to the Hebrews defined faith this way: Faith is the assurance of 

things hoped for, the conviction of unseen realities.  As Paul taught elsewhere, no 

one hopes for what one sees but for what can’t be seen. The assurance we need 

in relation to what we hope for is a gift from God.  So is the requisite conviction 

that enters us as a gift from the heart of God as an invasion of grace.  These things 

taken together give us a whole new foundation upon which to stand and from 

which to live a victorious Christian life, one based on faith and not fear. 

The disciples on that stormy, nighttime boat ride, which we read about a 

few minutes ago, saw a very human Jesus, asleep on a cushion in the stern of the 

boat, seemingly totally unaware of the danger they were in.  And their question 

was, “Don’t you care if we perish.”  To which Jesus said to wind and waves and to 

the terrified hearts of his weak-in-faith disciples, “Peace! Be still.”  Wind and sea 

obeyed him.  The question was, would they live courageously into a deeper 



obedience than they’d ever known, confident in their confession that Jesus Christ 

is Lord.  Will you so live your life? 

Jesus is the Lord of life.  He is the Lord of all creation.  He is the Lord of 

heaven and earth.  He is the Lord of eternity.  Right now it’s an unseen reality.  

Are you convicted of these things?  Will you stake your life upon them?  Will you 

continue to let your fears bully you into silence or will you emerge into the bright 

light of Christ Jesus and walk by faith in obedience and trust? 

The week before Jonathan Miller preached here we had breakfast together.  

He continues to be in a battle with cancer.  He told me of visiting a fellow pastor, 

also one battling cancer, on his dying day.  That pastor, knowing the end was 

near, said to Jonathan regarding his condition, “It’s terminal, but not serious.”  

 I think God wants to give every single one of us a strong enough faith to 

take us all the way up to our dying breath.  And I think God wants every single one 

of us to know that death is not the last thing; death is but the prelude to eternal 

life with Christ in God. Glorious life!  Indestructible life!  Abundant life in God’s 

presence and enfolded in God’s mighty love! Fear not!  Only believe. 

 

 


