
Mark 4 

4Again he began to teach beside the lake. Such a very large crowd 
gathered around him that he got into a boat on the lake and sat there, while 
the whole crowd was beside the lake on the land. 2He began to teach them 
many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to them:3‘Listen! A 
sower went out to sow. 4And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and 
the birds came and ate it up. 5Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did 
not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of 
soil. 6And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it 
withered away. 7Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and 
choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8Other seed fell into good soil and brought 
forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a 
hundredfold.’ 9And he said, ‘Let anyone with ears to hear listen!’ 

10 When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve 
asked him about the parables. 11And he said to them, ‘To you has been given 
the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, everything comes in 
parables; 12in order that 
“they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
   and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.” ’ 

13 And he said to them, ‘Do you not understand this parable? Then how will 
you understand all the parables? 14The sower sows the word. 15These are the 
ones on the path where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan 
immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16And 
these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they 
immediately receive it with joy. 17But they have no root, and endure only for 
a while; then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, 
immediately they fall away. 18And others are those sown among the thorns: 
these are the ones who hear the word, 19but the cares of the world, and the 
lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, 
and it yields nothing. 20And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they 
hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a 
hundredfold.’ 

21 He said to them, ‘Is a lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket, 
or under the bed, and not on the lampstand? 22For there is nothing hidden, 
except to be disclosed; nor is anything secret, except to come to light. 23Let 
anyone with ears to hear listen!’ 24And he said to them, ‘Pay attention to 
what you hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still 
more will be given you. 25For to those who have, more will be given; and 
from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.’ 
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26 He also said, ‘The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on 
the ground, 27and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would 
sprout and grow, he does not know how. 28The earth produces of itself, first 
the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. 29But when the 
grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has 
come.’ 

30 He also said, ‘With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what 
parable will we use for it? 31It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown 
upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 32yet when it is 
sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth 
large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.’ 

33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able 
to hear it; 34he did not speak to them except in parables, but he explained 
everything in private to his disciples.  

35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, ‘Let us go across 
to the other side.’ 36And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them 
in the boat, just as he was. Other boats were with him. 37A great gale arose, 
and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was already being 
swamped. 38But 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?’ 39He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace! 
Be still!’ Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm. 40He said to 
them, ‘Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?’41And they were filled 
with great awe and said to one another, ‘Who then is this, that even the 
wind and the sea obey him?’  

 2



“Get in the Boat” 
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 We begin and end our story today on a lake.  Not just any lake, but the sea of 

Galilee.  As we read along in Mark, we read about Jesus crossing this lake multiple 

times as he engages in his ministry. It is significant, in that this is the body of water 

where he calls his disciples, where he walks on water, and today, where we read 

about him stilling a storm.  We begin today with him gathering together with his 

disciples as he prepares to once again teach.  We might expect profound words, 

deep thoughts, courageous insights.  What we get is what sounds like gardening 

advice. 

 Now, to be fair, Jesus’ words were a broader picture – they were parables.  I 

promise, Jesus was not telling his disciples to give up fishing to go grow dates. We 

tend to approach parables as a puzzle to be solve, a riddle to be answered.  Unlike 

fables, which are allegorical, parables are not supposed to be interpreted that way. 

There is no “the gardener is really this and the seed is really that” in this 

interpretation.  It is easy to go there, but parables had a different purpose.  They 

were designed to make us think, to interrupt our normal way of thinking, to disrupt 

and unsettle our lives.  “The kingdom of God is like a bush” – Huh?   
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 Which leads into a discussion about the Kingdom of God – what is it, how 

do we seek it, and what do we say about it?  The Kingdom of God, if we try to 

identify it, is the restoration of the earth, the return to “in the beginning,” the 

promises of God fulfilled. When we preach through Advent about turning swords 

into plowshares and lions lying down with lambs, that’s the kingdom of God. In 

Taize they sing “the kingdom of God is justice and peace, and joy in the Holy 

Spirit.” When I think about the Kingdom, I think about the time when all will 

know the love of God, when everyone will have enough food to eat and places to 

sleep and safety. The banquet where the table has enough room for everyone and 

all eat their fill. Spears turned into pruning hooks. A colleague of mine says that 

The Kingdom of God can be spoken about as “God’s rule” or “the power of God.” 

It is something that cannot be defined by geographical boundaries, and is already 

but not yet here.   

 I’ve been thinking about the parables from today as a group.  They are all 

about seeds, and how we plant seeds that will grow.  It is clear from the first 

parable that the seeds need the right conditions in which to grow. Jesus actually 

spells all of that out for us.  Seeds that are scattered in rocky soil, among thorns, or 

are planted too shallow in the dirt will not grow.  But seeds planted in prepared, 

rich soil will grow and thrive.  In the second parable, Jesus makes the point that for 

the seeds to grow, they need to develop a deep and nourished root system.  It is the 
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roots that support the growth of the plant.  We too need deep roots to grow and 

thrive.  And one of my favorite images from all of scripture is the teeny tiny 

mustard seed that grows into a strong, tenacious mustard bush, that much like 

kudzu is a wild plant that cannot be tamed.  With the right seeds in the right 

conditions, anything is possible.  Even the kingdom of God. 

 The followers hear all of this from the shore.  Jesus has been teaching from a 

boat, as the crowds had grown so loud it was the only way he could accommodate 

them.  Someone I turn to often when I am preparing sermons is Dr. Caroline Lewis 

at Luther seminary.  Her commentary on the passage from Mark this week struck a 

chord with me – she begins by saying, “Sometimes, it’s just a boat.”   This passage 1

is one that preachers like to take and turn into allegory – we become the disciples, 

the storm becomes something other than wind and rain, and on and on and on.  We 

can make an allegory out of everything in this passage.  And that’s not bad.  But 

sometimes, a boat is just a boat. 

 This boat is a traveling vessel.  It is what gets the disciples from point A to 

point B – from one side of the lake to the other.  As Dr. Lewis says, maybe the 

point is that Jesus is trying to get us to the other side. 

 https://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?m=4377&post=36451
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Is that maybe what our resolutions are about – getting from where we are to 

someplace else?  We heard about the practices of eating better, of walking and 

moving our bodies.  What does our “other side” look like from a faith standpoint? 

 The other side.  Reading that, it hit me that we as humans are trying to do 

just that.  Our “other side” may involve a specific situation – a transition that is 

happening, a change we did not anticipate.  Moving from the safety of the shore of 

what we once knew out onto the sea of Galilee, which we seem to associate with 

storms.  In her commentary, Dr. Lewis says that left to our own devices we would 

rather stay where we are.  It’s human nature.  We, as people tend to like our 

comfort zones.  We like what is known and safe – we like our theologies, our 

lifestyles, our practices.  Even when the known becomes unbearable, we often 

choose to stay in the unbearable rather than get in the boat and set out for the other 

shore.  Jesus knows this about his disciples, and he knows this about us.  You will 

notice that there is not a time for the disciples to stop and think about whether they 

want to get in the boat. There’s not a 48 hour discernment period, not a chance to 

really make a choice, or even any information about what’s on the other side.  

What we know as we read the next chapter in Mark is that they are going 

someplace really different.  The next encounter the disciples and Jesus have is with 

the Gerasene demoniac – a man who lives in the cemetery possessed by demons 

that Jesus casts out into a herd of 2,000 pigs who then jump into the lake.  There 
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isn’t a chance to ask “what if there’s a storm?  What if I get seasick?”  Jesus just 

says “get in the boat.” 

 Actually, what Jesus says is “let’s go across to the other side.”  Let’s  - let us.  

Jesus goes out with them.  He knows it won’t be easy, he can guess that there will 

probably be a storm – how many times do we read in the Gospels about Jesus 

getting in a boat and there being a storm?  But Jesus crosses with us. 

 I’m a lousy gardener.  I grew some herbs this summer, and some flowers.  I 

want to be a good gardener, I really do.  I don’t know enough about how to enrich 

the soil.  I wither have blinding sun or complete shade.  I forget to weed.  And yet, 

one of my favorite things to do in the fall, which I have yet to figure out if I can do 

here is plant bulbs ion the fall to bloom in the spring.  There’s a process (and note, 

this is not real gardening advice – remember, gardening is not my gift!).  Soil must 

be prepared.  The bulbs have to be facing the correct direction.  The weather needs 

to be right.  When I lived in colder climates, I planted bulbs every year in the beds 

in front of my house.  They were a promise of sorts.  No matter what may transpire 

between Fall and Spring, there were going to be flowers when I got to the other 

side of winter.  And the smallest bulbs pushed through first.  The crocuses were 

always a sign that others were on their way.  Daffodils and tulips were the 

answered promise that from what seemed like death in the fall with bare trees and 

fallen leaves, was in fact the earth preparing for renewal and regrowth. 
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 And so, to mix my metaphors, I think we have to do some gardening before 

we get on the boat.  We have to prepare ourselves to be open to change, we have to 

plant in the right places at the right times.  And then we have to be patient, weeding 

and watering.  We may plant seeds that we never see grow, but they are still there, 

under the ground, living.  We may plant seeds that flourish quickly.   

 What seeds to we plant?  We plant the seeds of prayer and study.  We plant 

the seeds of worship and service.  But at some point we have to do something more 

than wait for flowers to grow.  We have to respond when Jesus says “get in the 

boat.”  We follow to the other side with him, knowing that we have done our best 

to be ready to go. 

 Mark’s gospel is one of action and movement.  Jesus doesn’t want us to 

prepare soil, to prepare ourselves for life following him and then sit on the beach 

drinking lemonade.  He wants us to get in the boat.  To see the places in our lives 

where change is happening.  Perhaps we feel like we are in a storm of illness, 

despair, depression, transition, hopelessness.  Perhaps the changes happening are 

good – new jobs, young men and women going off to college, new babies.  What is 

the “other side” you are hoping to see?  You can’t get there unless you get in the 

boat.  Unless you open yourself up to the possibility that it may not be a smooth 

ride.  That there will be times when we want to scream out to God “where were 

you?”  And that’s Ok.  Scream.  Cry.  And then listen for the voice of Jesus.  Pray, 
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hope.  Be open to the possibilities of the new perspective that will come when you 

reach the other shore.  Help others see those possibilities. 

  

 “Where were you?”  we ask God when we are swept up in the waves.  

Because being in the  boat does not mean there will not be any storms. “Where 

were you?”  This is where I run out of answers and words.  I see God at work after 

horrible things happen – to quote Mr. Rogers – who was a Presbyterian Minister – 

“"When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would 

say to me, "Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping." To 

this day, especially in times of "disaster," I remember my mother's words and I am 

always comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers – so many caring 

people in this world."  God is there in friends and family who step up in times of 

crisis and turmoil.  God is there in the aftermath. God speaks to us from the 

whirlwind and Jesus is in the boat with us.  What I know today is this – Jesus is 

calling us to get into the boat and be carried to a new shore and a new place.  We 

are rooted in his love, we have planted the seeds that will give us what we need for 

the crossing.  It happens to us all the time – as a congregation, as individuals, as 

society.  We will arrive on the other side changed, but we will not have made the 

journey alone.  So, lets get in the boat and go together.  In the name of the Father, 

Son, and HS, Amen.  
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