
 

 

Sermon, Toronto United Mennonite Church: July 11, 2021 
“Jesus, asleep” 
Alison Li 
 
 
If there is one thing I do really well, it is sleep. I need sleep, I love sleep, and I do it with gusto. That 
is why the early days of my children’s lives were a bit of a blur. I was woken repeatedly, to provide 
nourishment, give comfort and perhaps just the reassurance that I had not disappeared. Every night, 
there it would be, a tiny cry in the dark expressing that eternal question: “Is anyone there?” 
 
I think the reason today’s scripture resonated with me is because the only time the Gospel writers 
describe Jesus asleep is in this story of the calming of the storm, which appears in Matthew and 
Luke as well as in Mark. And what I love about Mark’s version is that he even gives us specific 
details that Matthew and Luke do not—that Jesus is in the stern, asleep on a cushion—details that 
give us a vivid sense of an eye witness report.  
 
Why is this important to know that Jesus sleeps? Two weeks ago, we began our summer sermon 
series exploring the theme “Be at rest” in the gospel of Mark. This book is known for its brisk pace 
and its brevity of expression. Mark doesn’t waste words. He uses the word “immediately” more than 
the other three gospels put together.  
 
In Peter Haresnape’s sermon two weeks ago, we saw that Mark begins without a lengthy origin story 
or theological preamble, but with the appearance of John the baptizer, a voice in the wilderness, 
preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. It is the announcement of the arrival 
of God’s kingdom. Today’s scripture comes after Jesus has begun to proclaim the good news. He 
has been teaching, healing, and casting out demons and he has appointed twelve of his followers to 
be with him.  
 
Reading Mark in July 2021, one of the things really stood out for me was the constant presence of 
the crowds. A huge multitude is always clustering around Jesus, pressing close, reaching out to touch 
him.  

That evening, at sunset, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons. 
And the whole city was gathered around the door. [Mark 1:32-33]  

Sixteen months into a global pandemic, as we gingerly make our way back into the world of other 
people, these scenes take on an exhausting, even threatening, tone that I had never fully felt before. 
The people pursue Jesus relentlessly and Mark tells us of Jesus’s need to retreat, rest, and pray.  
 
Jesus withdraws with his disciples to the sea, but a multitude follow. He tells his disciples to have a 
boat ready for him so that the crowd will not crush him.  He climbs in that boat and tells many 
parables to the group gathered on the shore. 
 
We can imagine Jesus’s weariness. As day ends, he tells his companions to put their boats out to 
water and head to the other side of the Sea of Galilee.  He sleeps. In a small, shallow boat, with his 
companions, he gives in to his exhaustion.  
 



 

 

--- 
Sleep has a complicated place in modern, western society. It is recognized as an essential part of 
health and there are clinics and specialists devoted to studying the science of sleep and the problems 
of sleep disorder. But at the same time, we sometimes have an ambivalent attitude towards it. Those 
who manage on less sleep can feel a certain bravado; those who are early risers might feel a moral 
superiority to those who sleep late. And even when we do talk about sleep, we might feel it needs to 
be justified in relation to active life: sleep makes us more productive; we recharge ourselves like a 
battery. But sleep we need and sleep we do, when we are very young, when we are growing, when 
we work hard, when we are ill, when we experience depression and stress, and when we age. In 
many cultures, there is a wise respect for mid-day sleep—the Spanish siesta, the Italian riposo, the 
Japanese inemuri. 
 
But even the way we tell stories is biased toward action. Although we spend one a third of our lives 
sleeping, our protagonists are almost always described awake, doing things. Imagine what a novel or a 
movie would be like if it actually devoted one third of its time to the protagonist’s sleep!  
 
In Mark’s gospel, sleep plays a number of different roles. In a parable, a sower sleeps and gets up, 
and the seed sprouts for reasons he does not understand. Sleep here represents the rhythms of daily 
life. 

He also said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. 
Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not 
know how. [Mark 4: 26-27] 

When Jesus raises the twelve-year old daughter of Jairus, he tells the crowd “Why all this commotion 
and wailing? The child is not dead but asleep.” Sleep here is a joyous blessing, a gift of healing and 
life. 

He went in and said to them, “Why all this commotion and wailing? The child is not dead 
but asleep.” But they laughed at him. [Mark 5: 39-40] 

But later in Mark, as we will hear from Pieter Niemeyer and Trent Voth later this summer, Jesus will 
also warn there are times when we will need to keep watchful and alert, to not be caught asleep. 

“Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come 
back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. If he 
comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to everyone: 
‘Watch!’” [Mark 4: 35-37] 

And Jesus will chastise his disciples three times for falling asleep as he prays in Gethsemane.  
 
What role does sleep play in today’s scripture?  
 

On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, ‘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 gale 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?’ [Mark 4: 35-41 NRSV] 

 
I want to thank Jon Brandt and Stephanie Hanna for their creative and technical collaboration, and 
for helping me think through how to imagine and present today’s scripture passage. 
 
So why has Mark has taken time in his fast-paced narrative to pause and tell us Jesus is asleep on a 
cushion, at the stern of a shallow boat? One of the things it tells us is that, for all the marvelous 
events that Mark has related up to this point, Jesus is fully human. He thirsts, he hungers, he suffers, 
he sleeps.  
 
Sleeping in the presence of another person is a profound act of trust. Being asleep is vulnerability. 
Mark’s scene also gives us a touching glimpse into the relationship of trust among this tiny group of 
companions, besieged by crowds yet far away from their families, alone together on the sea. 
 
The storm comes up. The boat begins to fill with water. The disciples are terrified and but also 
dismayed. Jesus sleeps! Does he not care? Will he not pray to God? Will he not at least help to bail 
water? These men are not fools nor are they cowards. They are practical people. And they know that 
when storms like this arise, terrible things happen. People die. 
 
Jesus’s ability to sleep soundly through this terrible windstorm builds the suspense of Mark’s 
narrative. If Jesus is human, why does he not fear, react, bail? Mark tells us something extraordinary 
is happening. 
 
The disciples wake Jesus up. And then, Jesus does something they didn’t anticipate. He doesn’t pray 
and ask for God to intercede. He simply rebukes the wind and says to the sea, “Quiet, be still!” 
 
To first century Galileans, a storm was not simply a natural phenomenon but a frightening force of 
primeval chaos.1 The verbs used here--“to rebuke” and “to muzzle” --are the same ones Mark has 
previously used to describe Jesus’s actions against a demon at Capernaum. Simply by using his 
words, Jesus demonstrates that he is fully in charge. He commands as a master commands a dog.  
 
Mark, the narrator doesn’t layer any explanation on the story. The reader is left watching the events 
unfold alongside the mystified disciples.  
 
What does Jesus feel when his disciples wake him up? Is he angry? Alarmed? Disappointed? And 
when he says, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” Is it said with frustration or 
sadness? Is he coaxing or forceful? Or, does he with an infinite tenderness, respond to the cry, “Is 
anyone there?” 
 
There are so many ways we might hear those words of Jesus. After all, Mark doesn’t give us any 
stage direction. Perhaps, just as we can read a great work of literature over and over again, getting 
something different from it when we are fifty than when we were fifteen, we can each hear the 
version we need. 
 



 

 

In our community, we are blessed with many practical people, great with agendas, actionable items, 
and next steps. Action is good. Of course it is, and there are times we will be called to be awake, 
alert, and active. But I wonder if our proclivity for action might put us in danger of undervaluing 
those who don’t produce, accomplish, or get things done? In danger of failing to recognize our own 
value when we don’t do. Perhaps it is when we are not doing anything, when we are most vulnerable, 
that we are best reminded that we are beloved children of God. We don’t have to do anything. We 
are precious and loved, just because we are. 
 
When Jesus quiets the storm, the disciples are faced with an event that doesn’t fit their 
understanding of how to be in the world, how to act, bail, get things done. Something of enormous 
significance is being revealed to them. They are on a precipice, being confronted with the sublime. 
 
All through Mark’s gospel, the disciples are portrayed repeatedly failing to understand who Jesus is. 
Here, despite all that Jesus has tried to teach them, they are still left gaping and amazed. But the 
story ends when they manage to ask: “Who is this?” And in asking the right question they have 
taken the next right step: they have opened themselves to the mystery. 
 
Thanks be to God. 

 
1 Timothy J. Geddert, Believer’s Church Bible Commentary: Mark, (Herald Press, 2001), 113-4. I thank Trent Voth for pointing me to this 
commentary and for his deep knowledge of all things Mark. 


