belly of a large fish, Jonah prayed to God, “I called to the LORD out of my distress, and he answered me…The waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me…Deliverance belongs to the LORD!” (Jonah 2:2, 5, 9). Even in the Bible, the sea is deep, dark, and deadly; and we want to get out of the water, but deliverance belongs to God.

The sixth chapter of the gospel of John does not begin on the water. The opening scene is a green pasture on a mountainside, and no one seems to be suffering from thalassophobia. Sitting with his disciples, Jesus sees a large crowd coming toward him. This crowd follows him everywhere because of “the signs that he was doing for the sick” (John 6:2).

Jesus asks his disciple Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?” (v. 5). Jesus says this to test Philip, even though Jesus knows that he himself has the power required to feed the enormous crowd. Philip knows that the need is as deep and wide as the Sea of Galilee, and that the supplies they have are like a drop in the ocean. Feeling overwhelmed, he answers Jesus, “Two hundred denarii would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little” (v. 7). Still, the disciples do what they can. Andrew says to Jesus, “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish” (v. 9). Jesus says, “Make the people sit down.” The disciples direct the people to sit down in the green grass, about 5,000 in all (v. 10).

Jesus takes the loaves, gives thanks, and distributes them, along with the fish. Everyone gets as much as they want, and then Jesus tells the disciples, “Gather up the fragments” (v. 12). They fill 12 baskets with leftovers, causing the people to stare at Jesus in amazement. They begin to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world” (v. 14). The feeding of the 5,000 shows the power of Jesus to share the abundance of God. The crowd is so impressed that they seek to take Jesus by force and proclaim as their king. Jesus is nervous by the misguided attention of the crowd, so he withdraws “to the mountain by himself” (v. 15). He knows that he has the power of God, but he is not interested in being given the power of a king.

When evening comes, the action shifts from land to sea. The disciples go down to the Sea of Galilee, get into a boat, and start rowing across the sea to Capernaum. Figuring that Jesus wants some time to himself, they head across the water without him. The sky becomes dark, a strong wind begins to blow, and the sea becomes rough, making their progress difficult.

After rowing ineffectively against the elements, the disciples see Jesus walking across the surface of the sea toward them. The whole situation terrifies them: Not only the wind and the waves, but the sight of Jesus walking on the water. Then, Jesus says to them, “It is I; do not be afraid” (v. 20). As they are about to take him in, the boat reaches the land. Crisis averted.

“It is I; do not be afraid.” In our most terrifying times, when the sky is dark and the sea is deep, we do not have to fall victim to thalassophobia. Jesus is with us, offering us peace in the middle of the watery chaos. Jesus does not simply love us and provide for us. Jesus gives us peace. Provision and peace. These are two miracles that Jesus performs, even today.

When you are feeling overwhelmed by the needs of the world around you, and when your own efforts seem to be a drop in the ocean, do not despair. Jesus provides. And when you are feeling frightened by the storms in your own life (financial, medical, relational) and terrified of drowning in raging waters, do not be afraid. Jesus offers you peace. “Peace I leave with you,” says Jesus a little later; “my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid” (14:27).

The words that Jesus speaks to the disciples in the boat are both surprising and significant. In the original Greek, he says something that you might not expect. He does not say, “It is I,” but rather he says, “I am,” using one of the most ancient names for God, who is the great “I AM” (Exodus 3:14). When we translate the story, we usually have Jesus say, “It is I.” It does not make sense to our English-language ears for him to say, “I am; do not be afraid.” But the truth is, Jesus says, “I am” indicating that Jesus is not acting on his own when he offers us provision and peace. He is acting with the power of God, the great “I AM.”

On the Sea of Galilee, Almighty God is revealed in Jesus, the One who says, “I am; do not be afraid (John 6:20). Later, Jesus says, “I am the bread of life” (6:35); “I am the light of the world” (8:12); “I am the gate” (10:9); “I am the good shepherd” (10:11); “I am the resurrection and the life” (11:25); “I am the way and the truth and the life” (14:6); “I am the true vine” (15:1). Jesus is the great “I am.” He is the bread, light, gate, shepherd, vine, resurrection, the way, the truth and the life. Jesus comes into our deepest, darkest and deadliest situations with the powerful provision of Almighty God. He appears when we are overwhelmed by thalassophobia and gives us his peace.

Marine biologist and conservationist Rachel Carson described “The edge of the sea [as] a strange and beautiful place. All through the long history of Earth it has been an area of unrest where waves have broken heavily against the land, where tides have pressed forward over the continents, receded, and then returned. For no two successive days is the shore line precisely the same.…The shore is an ancient world, for as long as there has been an earth and sea there has been this place of the meeting of land and water. Yet it is a world that keeps alive the sense of continuing creation and of the relentless drive of life. Each time that I enter it, I gain some new awareness of its beauty and its deeper meanings, sensing that intricate fabric of life by which one creature is linked with another, and each with its surroundings.”

Frederick Buechner recalls that whenever the great Protestant theologian Paul Tillich went to the beach, he would pile up a mound of sand and sit on it gazing out at the ocean with tears running down his cheeks. One wonders what there was about it that moved him so. The beauty and the power of it? The inexpressible mystery of it? The futility of all those waves endlessly flowing in and ebbing out again? The sense that it was out of the ocean that life originally came and that when life finally ends, it is the ocean that will still remain? Who knows? Maybe it was when he looked at the ocean that he caught a glimpse of the One he was praying to. Maybe what made him weep was how vast and overwhelming it was and yet at the same time a near as the breath of it in his nostrils, as salty as his own tears. 

It is humbling and at the same time awe-inspiring that the God who controls the winds and the waves also cares for you! Nothing in all creation can separate you from this One who is who he is, and who will be what he will be. Whether you need bread, light, truth, healing, or life, Jesus will provide for you. Whether you need Jesus to be a good shepherd or a true vine, Jesus will be that for you. Jesus says the same thing to you that Jesus said to the disciples on the stormy see, “I am; do not be afraid.” Storms will arise and water may come up to your neck; but with Jesus by your side, you need not ever be afraid of being overwhelmed.

Prayer: Faithful God, how wonderful to know that You are my Provider and Deliverer, my Sustainer and Helper, my Hope and Strength, my Lord and my God. As the difficulties and dangers at home and abroad seem to increase with every passing day, I pray that my eyes will be looking away from the circumstances of life, which can become so overwhelming, by keeping the eyes of my heart fixed on Jesus who created all things by the word of His mouth, upholds all things by the strength of His infinite power, and holds me fast in the palm of His hands. To him be all honor and glory, forever. Amen.

Sources:
· Buechner, Frederick. Beyond Words: Daily Readings in the ABC’s of Faith (HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), 291-292.
· Carson, Rachel. The Edge of the Sea (Mentor, 1962).
· Collins, Chad. “Don’t Watch These 10 Movies If You’re Scared Of The Ocean,” Dread Central, April 28, 2023, www.dreadcentral.com.
· Judkis, Maura. “A dip in the ocean this summer? No thanks.” The Washington Post, July 11, 2023, www.washingtonpost.com.
Thalassophobia
Sunday, July 28, 2024	John 6:1-21
Federated Church, Fergus Falls, MN

Want to know what is even scarier than the dark…? The ocean. What’s down there? Why does it have to be so deep and dark and deadly? According to the National Ocean Service (NOS), less than 10% of the global ocean has been mapped with sonar technology, and the NOS goes on to estimate that more than 80% of the world’s oceans are “unmapped, unobserved, unexplored.” That is chilling thought, though it would also make a sensational horror movie tagline. Unmapped, unobserved, unexplored…until now. 

The oceans are deep, dark, and deadly, which is why so many scary movies are set there. Think of such films as The Meg, Leviathan, Underwater, Deep Blue Sea, Ghost Ship, Open Water, The Deep, or the granddaddy of them all: Jaws. Remember the tagline for Jaws? “You’ll never go in the water again.” Too true! My thalassophobia can’t handle it.

The terror of the big blue sea is nothing new. “Myths about deep-sea monsters can be found in ancient cultures from all across the globe,” reports The Washington Post, and “the term for fear of the ocean is thalassophobia.” It comes from the Greek: thalasso, “sea,” and phobia, “fear.” Fear of the sea is not irrational, but something primal. Just last year, “a dorsal fin popped up at Navarre Beach near Pensacola, FL, prompting a chaotic scramble amid screams of, “Get out of the water!” 

We cannot escape the force of thalassophobia. It is found in so many passages of Scripture. “Make yourself an ark of cypress wood,” said God to Noah (Genesis 6:14). Then God sent a great flood on the earth, with the goal of killing every living thing. God told us: Beware of the water!

In Exodus, the Israelites fled the Egyptians to the edge of the Red Sea. There, God parted the sea, and the “Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left” (14:22). Then, the opening closed, and the Egyptians drowned. Later, God said through the prophet Isaiah, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you” (43:2). God told us: Beware of the water!

God often helped people to get out of the water; but still, the sea is a dangerous place. The writer of Psalm 69 cried out, “Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck” (v. 1). The prophet Jonah nearly drowned after being tossed off a ship into the sea; but in the

