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- Or will it pick up a little bit? 

We come into this season, we come into this sanctuary with questions about life. 

But what if they are the wrong questions?  
 

What if the questions we should really ponder are the ones Jesus asks: 

Why are you afraid? 

Have you still no faith? 

 

It’s almost as if Jesus says, “This is the part when you’re supposed to go ‘Ahh!’”  But we are 

too busy worrying about the immediate circumstances of life to notice that the clouds are amazing and 

the faces of the people around us are quite beautiful.  And the monarch butterflies that still flutter are 

extraordinary.  And the human hearts that pump during every soccer game and bike ride and rock 

climb are amazing.  And God did that all that.  God made those clouds and those individual faces.  God 

created the butterfly and the human heart.   

 

These are surely Days of Awe.  As we begin a new season, it’s essential to our spiritual lives 

that we ask the right questions, and notice all the glorious things that are truly awesome. 

 

Let us pray: Holy and amazing and glorious God, may our mouths voice shouts of acclamation as your 

presence is made known.  And may our lives proclaim a faith that trusts that you are indeed a God who 

can calm the worst of storms.  Amen. 
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below sea level, and so this difference between the height of the mountains and the depth of the sea 

made for some – shall we say awesome – storms. 

 

Jesus was exhausted, so he laid his head on a cushion in the stern of the boat – don’t you love 

these details? – and “a great windstorm arose.”  The waves were overtaking the fishing and yet, the 

storm didn’t wake Jesus.  The disciples woke him up, saying, “Teacher!  Do you not care that we are 

perishing?” 

 

But Jesus simply woke up and – I love this part – rebuked the wind.  I don’t think he did it like 

we might do it.  “This wind! I’m so sick of this wind!”   

 

He didn’t complain about the wind.  He rebuked 
5
 the wind.  He spoke to the wind as if he 

owned it.     

 

And then he spoke to the sea, “Peace! Be still!”  When the wind stopped, the sea stopped 

churning and “there was a dead calm.”  It had simply stopped, not gradually but immediately and 

suddenly. 

 

And then Jesus turned to the disciples and said, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 

 

We would expect the disciples – or anyone – to be afraid if caught in the middle of a large lake 

in the middle of the storm.  But these men had been with Jesus.  They had heard his authoritative 

teachings firsthand.  And yet they still didn’t get it:   

 

This person owns the sea.   

He owns the wind.  God had spoken and they were created. 

 

Now that’s awesome. 

 

The disciples were starting to catch on.  At least they were asking the right questions:  Who is 

this, then, that even the wind and sea obey him? 

 

Clearly, he was a good teacher.  But he was more than just a good teacher. 

 

***** 

 

It’s the beginning of a new season.  For many of us it feels like a new year.  And we come into 

this season with some questions: 

 

- Will my job/relationship/life get any easier? 

- Will my health hold up? 

- Will my family be okay? 

- Will I ever get out of this rut/this mess/this grief? 

- Will my routine slow down? 
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 The Greek word used here is epitimao (pronounced ep-ee-tee-mah'-o) which means “to admonish or 

charge sharply.” 
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Maybe it’s because we are nonchalant these days about celebrities or miracles or scientific 

breakthroughs.  We say things like, “Nothing shocks me anymore.” 

 

Well, that’s a shame.  Because there are so many things in this word that should be gasp-

worthy:  the clouds outside an airplane, the intricacies of a flower, the fingers of a newborn child, the 

miracle of a wounded soldier who wakes up from surgery and recognizes his wife.  A God who knows 

everything about us and loves us still. 

 

Perhaps we who believe in this God should never say, “Nothing shocks me anymore.”  We 

should be constantly shocked and constantly surprised and constantly awe-inspired by the miracles of 

life.  Many things – many good things – are gasp-worthy. 

 

The very first step to being spiritual people is to notice that there is an awesome Higher 

Power who makes these things possible. 

 

In Hebrew, the word for “awe” is guwr (pronounced: goor).  This is the word used in the 

33
rd

 Psalm to describe how we should stand before God:   in awe.  It is a very primitive word that 

means a combination of things:  fear and amazement and shrinking before power.  It is the word for a 

lion cub still living in its mother’s lair, sort of like the believer who knows he or she is dependent upon  

God’s presence. 

 

In Greek, the word for “awe”  here is fobeo (pronounced fob- EY-o).
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  And it means 

“struck with amazement ” or “seized with alarm.”  We find this word in our story from Mark’s gospel 

about Jesus calming the storm. 

 

***** 

This is such a great story.  Jesus had had a long day of teaching his disciples with parables.  His 

pulpit was a boat docked in the Sea of Galilee. 

 

Now, we all know that a day in the sun can make you exhausted.  Jesus was a human being 

who would have been exhausted after a day of explaining that the Kingdom of God can be compared to 

seeds and lamps.   

 

At the end of the day, Jesus said, “Let’s go over to the other side of the lake” and so in the boat 

where he’d been preaching, along with some other small boats, they set out for the other side.  The Sea 

of Galilee is only 7 miles wide and 14 miles long – much smaller than any of the Great Lakes in this 

country.   

 

Nevertheless, wild storms would break out.  The temperature in the mountains was cool and 

dry, but the temperature near the water was semi-tropical.  Remember the Sea of Galilee is 680 feet 

                                                 
4
 Many versions translate Mark 4:40-41 this way:  He said to them, “Why are you afraid?” . . . “And they were filled 

with great fear” as if the same Greek word (for “fear”) is used.  Actually though, two different words for “fear” are used:  

Why are you afraid (deilo)?  And they were filled with fear/awe (fobeo). 
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have celebrated the Jewish holidays established in the book of Leviticus:
2
  Rosh Hashanah, Yom 

Kippur and Sukkot. 

 

The time between those first two holy days is called The Days of Awe.  Perhaps our most 

fundamental belief  - the first lesson in Spirituality 101 – is the belief that God is awesome. 

 

***** 

“Awesome” is one of those words we hear all the time now.  That movie was “awesome.”  That 

pizza was “awesome.”  That teacher, that game, that vacation, that contestant in American Idol  -- they 

were all “awesome!”  Almost anything we like today can be described as awesome. 

 

Along the same lines, the word “awful” has changed in its meaning too.  It used to mean “full 

of awe” – as in the awful power of God, the awful day of the LORD.  But now people are more likely 

to say, “That movie was awful.”  Or it was “godawful”
3
 – which means it was beyond dreadful. 

 

 

A more traditional, more ancient understanding of this word – awe – and all its many versions 

implies that something is unspeakably, breathtakingly amazing.  The 33
rd

 Psalm declares: 

 

Let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of the LORD. 

 

Not just the people, not just the wild creatures – but ALL who live in the world.   

 

Let us stand in awe of this God who spoke and the world came to be. 

God commanded and the world stood firm. 

 

***** 

I rarely get the window seat when I fly in airplanes anymore.  But last weekend, when I was 

flying back from Nashville, I had a window seat and during the flight, I looked up from my book and 

glanced outside and it took my breath away.   

 

The clouds were puffy and wispy, and the sky was the most glorious blue.  And I was amazed 

at how beautiful it was.  God did that.  God made those clouds.  God invented that shade of blue.  It 

was awesome. 

 

Before my niece Caroline could read, she did what many preschoolers do: she memorized her 

favorite books.    One day she asked me if she could “read” one of those books to me, and I said, 

“Sure.”  And as we sat down with her book, before she got started she said, “Aunt Jan, when I get to 

this part (and she showed me the last page), you are supposed to do this: Ahh!”  And she gasped. 

 

Even at the age of three, Caroline knew that some things are gasp-worthy.  And she was afraid I 

wouldn’t get it, that I wouldn’t respond properly. 

                                                 
2
 Moses was given The Holiness Code during the Exodus which included feasts and festivals they were to celebrate.  

This time of year, Jews celebrate Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and The Days of Awe (those ten days between the 

two holy feasts), along with Succoth – all established in Leviticus 23. 
3
 Godawful is an Americanism first used in the late 19

th
 century. 



“Days of Awe” 

Psalm 33:8-9 & Mark 4: 35-41 

Sermon by Jan Edmiston 

September 9, 2007 

 

I grew up in a college town and will always organize the year in terms of semesters.  I loved 

when the students returned to Chapel Hill because the streets were alive with activity and the sidewalks 

were more crowded and it felt like life started all over again. 

 

Today – on this first Sunday after Labor Day – we typically celebrate the start of a new 

program year in the church. New classes begin.  New opportunities start.  We pray that these things are 

not for our own entertainment or merely for our own personal education.  Instead, we pray that they 

would change the way we live, and subsequently change the world in some small – or great – way.     

 

In honor of the new program year, I thought a theological review might be in order.  A  

Spirituality 101 crash course if you will.  So, let’s start with a couple questions. 

 

Q: Does anyone know why the pulpit in this sanctuary is high and centered? 

A:  It reflects our Reformed theology. When the Protestants broke off from the Roman Church 

in the 16
th

 century, the most “Reformed” churches erected pulpits that were central and high to remind 

worshippers that the Word of God was the most central, most uplifted part of worship, which had not 

been the case prior to the Reformation. 

 

A#2:  But the problem is that today – in the 21
st
 century - a high pulpit is often misunderstood.  

What it looks like to emerging generations, especially to people who haven’t grown up in church – 

much less in the Protestant Reformed tradition – is that the preacher thinks he – or she – is should be 

elevated, that the preacher is someone who looks down on the people and tells them what to believe.  

Some believe that the pulpit is high because the preacher is the most important person in the room. 

(Unfortunately some preachers frankly believe this too.)  But this is wrong.   

 

So, at least for today, I’ll be preaching from down here (the lower lectern.)  But the Bible – The 

Word of God  -- is still elevated.  And perhaps more importantly – we can focus on the cross behind 

the pulpit. 

 

Q:  Why is the communion table on pew level?   

A:  The table is on pew level because it reminds us that The Lord’s Table is open to all.  Again, 

it’s a reflection of our Reformed heritage as Presbyterians in that prior to the Reformation, not 

everyone was welcomed at the table. 

 

***** 

 

This morning, as we review our most basic beliefs,  I want us to return to our roots, which are – 

of course – in Jewish tradition.  Jesus was a Jew and like our Jewish brothers and sisters, this was the 

season – what we call September but what the ancient Jewish calendar calls Tishri
1
 - when Jesus would 

                                                 
1
 Tishri is the first month in the new year: 5768. 


