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• A year ago in August, I was in Baton Rouge helping care for our new 
granddaughter. During my visit, the great tropical storm and flood hit 
Houston. For about a week, we were afraid the rain and rising waters would 
come east to Baton Rouge. Thinking back to that time, and to my memory of 
hurricanes affecting south Louisiana, I have been reminded of a question. It 
arises in the same book by Walker Percy that I mentioned two weeks ago. 

• In his novel, The Last Gentleman, Percy offers an interesting observation, 
prompted by the experience of hurricanes. It recurs as a theme in his later 
writing. Here is how one observer captures it: 

At one point, Will {the main character} recalls a date with a girl… 
The date is a disaster until the two are caught in a hurricane. 
“Though science taught that good environments were better 
than bad environments, it appeared to him that the opposite 
was the case. Take hurricanes, for example, certainly a bad 
environment if ever there was one. It was his impression that not 
just he but other people felt better in hurricanes,” Percy writes. 
The hurricane, it turns out, saved the day: “The hurricane blew 
away the sad, noxious particles which befoul the sorrowful old 
Eastern sky and Midge no longer felt obliged to keep her face 
stiff. They were able to talk. It was best of all when the 
hurricane’s eye came with its so-called ominous stillness. It was 
not ominous. Everything was yellow and still and charged up 
with value…”  

In [another book, Percy] asks, “Why do people often feel so bad 
in good environments, that they prefer bad environments? . . . 
Why is a man apt to feel bad in a good environment, say 
suburban Short Hills, New Jersey, on an ordinary Wednesday 
afternoon? Why is the same man apt to feel good in a very bad 
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environment, say an old hotel on Key Largo during a 
hurricane?”   1

• This has come to be called ‘Walker Percy’s hurricane theory.” In a moment of 
crisis, ‘we come to ourselves,’ and discover our connection with others. 
Percy’s theory helps me address a lingering question, prompted by our 
Gospel today: If Jesus truly had power over the forces of nature, a power 
which the disciples ascribe to him in our reading, why did he allow the 
disciples to suffer that storm? Indeed, why did Jesus go to sleep in the boat, 
in a way that Sadao Watanabe so beautifully portrays in our handout? 
Notice how the artist portrays Jesus’ arm, casually resting upon the edge of 
the boat. 

• Two facets of a fuller answer come to mind, regarding why Jesus allowed 
the disciples to suffer. First, we know that our Trinitarian God has redeemed 
the world, and has conquered the powers of darkness. Yet, mysteriously 
God still allows us to experience misfortune. One of my favorite verses from 
the Psalms articulates this reality: (Lord,) “you have showed me great 
troubles and adversities…”   2

• Second, Jesus did not just come to them after the storm hit, as he does in a 
separate and later Gospel story. Here, Jesus was with them, in the boat, all 
along. Clearly, this was a deeply significant experience for the Twelve. So, 
naturally, it was something they would remember, and share with others. 

• Our first reaction to hearing of their experience may be one of indifference 
~ perhaps this is just a fanciful or mythic story, in relation to which we 
modern folks surely know better. Or, perhaps this is just a cautionary tale, 
relevant only to sailors and other high seas adventurers. And yet, as Percy 
can teach us, this story is about more than those possibilities. This story is 
about all of us, as followers of Jesus, when we find ourselves in trouble. As 
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with the disciples in that storm-tossed boat, Jesus is with us all the time, 
whether in adversity, or not. And, curiously, as Percy shows us, the things 
that sometimes should scare us, don’t. Yet, the things that should not 
frighten us, often scare us into immobility! This is a Jesus and Gospel 
paradox, for which Mark seems to have a special eye. 

• Here is a noteworthy point, which we can learn from Mark, but also from 
Walker Percy. Yes, we can come to ourselves, aside from calamity and crisis. 
But, usually, we don’t! Instead, a crisis can suddenly awaken us to meaning 
and purpose. Especially when we are otherwise absorbed with ourselves, or 
with trivial things. This point is not unique to Mark. Think of Luke’s beautiful 
story about the prodigal son who, in the midst of crisis, comes to himself in 
a foreign land, and then returns to fellowship with his Father. 

• With this insight, let’s look again at our Gospel. The great storm arises, with 
wind and waves crashing against the boat, and the boat taking on water. Of 
course, this arrests the attention of the disciples while, paradoxically, Jesus 
remains peacefully asleep on the cushions—just as Watanabe portrays. And 
so the disciples awaken him. Notice what they say: “Teacher, do you not care 
that we are perishing?” For the storm has made them acutely aware of their 
mortality. This is significant. At least when we are young, we tend not to be 
consciously aware of our mortality. It takes a dramatic event, perhaps a near-
miss with great danger, to snap us out of our preoccupation with the 
mundane usual pattern of things. Curiously, we may ‘come alive’ when we 
notice that we are perishing! 

• The disciples’ anxious question to Jesus, asking if he cares, implies that he 
may not. Yet, as soon as he is awaken, he says, “Peace! Be still!” Given Mark’s 
wording and what follows, it’s natural to assume that Jesus is speaking to 
the wind and the waves. But why not also hear him as speaking to the 
disciples, as well? After the wind ceases, and sea becomes a flat calm, he 
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asks why they are afraid. He then says, “Have you still no faith?” We can learn 
from this, that faith means relying upon him. It means relying upon his 
presence with us, and his love for us. Even if he appears to be disconnected 
from our anxieties, concerns and problems. It means being peaceful and 
still in his presence. 

• And if, through faith, we rely upon him, then we will at least try to follow him. 
For he is such that even the wind and the sea obey him. So, why shouldn’t 
we? Especially when unwelcome adversity comes to us. He may once again 
say, both to us, and to our circumstances, ‘Peace! Be Still!’ 
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Sadao Watanabe, Christ in the Boat With the Disciples (1981) 
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Mark 4:35-41 

When evening had come, Jesus said to his disciples, “Let us go across to the other side.” 
And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other 
boats were with him. A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the 
boat was already being swamped. But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they 
woke him up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” He woke up 
and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased, and 
there was a dead calm. He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” And 
they were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the 
wind and the sea obey him?” 

Notes: 

 Brett Yates, as quoted by Michael Potemra, in National Review Online, August 26, 2011; emphasis 1

added and punctuation slightly altered.

 Psalm 71:20, in The Book of Common Prayer, p. 684.2
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