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THE STILLING OF THE STORM IN MATTHEW:
A RESPONSE TO GUNTHER BORNKAMM

Paul Frederick Feiler*

I. HiS THESIS AND DEVELOPMENT

According to Bornkamm,' Matthew has interpreted the story of the stilling of
the storm in a new way. He has taken the story out of its biographical setting in
Mark and Luke, placed it in a different context in his gospel, and altered it in a
characteristic way in order to make it serve a new motive. The new role in which
the story is cast is that of a kerygmatic model of ““the danger and glory of
discipleship.’”

The underpinnings for Bornkamm'’s hypothesis are provided by an initial
methodological assertion: Kerygmatic faith in Jesus served as the foundation of
the gospel tradition.® The gospels have been written, and therefore Jesus must
be understood, from the perspective of the faith in Jesus proclaimed by the early
Church. Consequently we do not have biographies of Jesus but rather a procla-
mation of his words and deeds drawn from primitive Christian tradition and
shaped to serve kerygmatic concerns. Although the evangelists take pains to
record the tradition accurately, they are clearly free to alter it in the light of
pragmatic interests. This methodology is confirmed by the pericope found in
Matt 8:23-27, the stilling of the storm.

Bornkamm'’s first contextual observation is that the story occupies a different
place in Matthew than in Mark or Luke. Matthew has taken the story out of its
biographical setting and placed it in a context of a series of miracles (chaps. 8-9)
whose purpose is to show Jesus as the ‘‘Messiah of deed’’ after showing him as
the “Messiah of the word”’ in the sermon on the mount (chaps. 5-7).* Thus obser-
vation of the overall context substantiates Matthew’s free use of the tradition.

Second, careful analysis of the immediate context of the pericope demon-
strates that its interpretation is not exhausted by labeling it a straightforward
nature miracle as in the Markan account. Matthew has prefaced the story with
twa sayings of Jesus about discipleship (akolouthein). To the scribe who has
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pledged unfailing allegiance, Jesus warns of the perils of following him. To the
disciple who wishes to bury his father, Jesus instructs as to the necessity of total
commitment. The connection between the sayings and the story is found in that
now Matthew has the disciples follow Jesus (2kolouthesan autd) into the boat, a
deviation from the other synoptic accounts.®

The story is therefore an illustration of the costs and rewards of discipleship,
providing us with a figurative expression of what has transpired in 8:19-22. Just
as the disciples are rocked by the storm, so “the little ship of the church” must
also stand against severe persecution. But Christ, as well as being the man *“with
no place to lay his head,” is also the majestic Lord who can calm the roughest sea
and vindicate his followers with a word.*

Bornkamm points to three unique details in the pericope to defend his thesis.
First, it is only here that the disciples utter an ejaculatory prayer: Kyrie, soson,
apollymetha. In their desperate cry the disciples address Jesus as kyrie rather
than didaskale (Mark 4:38) or epistata (Luke 8:24). Bornkamm interprets this
variation as an attempt on Matthew’s part to identify the desire of the disciples
to follow Jesus at all costs. Second, only in Matthew’s gospel does Jesus’ rebuke
of the disciples precede the miracle itself. Jesus accuses his followers of “little
faith’’—faith too weak to stand against the perils of discipleship. Bornkamm un-
derstands this lack of faith as symbolic of the hard road of the disciple. But no
matter how difficult it becomes, the disciples can depend on the word of Jesus
that overcomes the storm. Finally, Bornkamm draws attention to the fact that it
is not the disciples but rather the anthropoi who give praise to Jesus following
the event. This is characteristic of paradigmatic narratives and provides Mat-
thew’s audience and likewise us with an opportunity to imitate and follow
Christ.

The story is therefore ‘“‘a description of the dangers against which Jesus
warns anyone who overthoughtlessly presses to become a disciple. At the same
time it shows him as one who . . . is able to reward the sacrifice of abandoning
earthly ties. The story becomes a kerygmatic paradigm of the danger and glory
of discipleship.””

Bornkamm'’s initial methodological observation concerning the origin of the
tradition (i.e., that it was shaped by the faith of the earliest Christians) and its
use by the evangelists (i.e., that they were free to alter the tradition in the light
of kerygmatic concerns) is foundational for analysis of the gospels and is not in
question here. What is at issue, however, is whether, given such a modus
operandi for the composition of the first gospel, the story of the stilling of the
storm is properly understood as a paradigmatic portrayal of the danger and
glory of discipleship. Contrary to Bornkamm, the present analysis seeks to es-
tablish that Matthew’s concern is Christological—that is, that the story primarily
attempts to define who Jesus is before would-be followers, whose misconceptions
about him have led to false notions concerning what it might mean to follow.
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