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December 04, 2016 

I hope that homily time here won’t be turning into the “Book of the Month” Club.  I know last weekend Richard 
suggested a good spiritual book for helping with prayer this season, while I had just finished off a book about a 
shipwreck, and I intend to use it here today.  It’s a brand-new book titled, Torn in Two: The Sinking of the Daniel 
J. Morrell.  I had never heard of that disaster, but it occurred in November of 1966 in the midst of a blizzard in 
the middle of Lake Huron, east of Michigan.  The Daniel J. Morrell was a 600-foot-long ore freighter that was 
trying to beat the calendar and make one last round trip from Buffalo, New York to Superior, Wisconsin in order 
to make a little more money for a steel company.  The ship was already 60 years old.  Most of us have seen 
pictures of boats like that: They are enormous, and the captain’s tower is tall in the front and the motor and the 
mechanics are tall in the back, and in the middle is this long, low-riding cargo area.  What was unique to this 
shipwreck, which happened in the middle of the night, is that the 25-foot waves from the storm broke the boat 
in two, sending the bow to the bottom of the lake almost immediately, but the aft section of the ship—where 
the motor and most of the crew were—they were completely unaware of what had happened.  They couldn’t 
see anything, and communication was 1966 quality, and the ship’s engines kept working just fine.  So onward 
they sailed with half a ship—into the night and into the waves, for about an hour and a half, and several miles, 
having no idea that they were all doomed to die—as indeed they did.   
 
It’s one thing to be in danger or peril.  It is something much worse to be completely unaware of it.  Hours went 
by before anybody on land suspected that there was anything wrong with the Daniel J. Morrell, and by the time 
they did both pieces of the ship were at the bottom of the lake and all but one of the 29 crew were dead.  There 
had been no distress from the captain—only silence, which didn’t seem alarming to people on shore in the midst 
of a dark and stormy night.   
 
I was particularly struck by the last paragraph of this book, which spoke about the postmortem report by the 
Coast Guard many months later concerning the wreck of Daniel J. Morrell.  Here’s what the author wrote: 
 

“The report ultimately proved a point made by shipwreck historians everywhere: with few 
exceptions, shipwrecks are caused by more than one factor, and those factors usually combine 
human error or misunderstanding with factors out of human control, or factors that humans 
choose to ignore.  In this case you had an aging boat with a wrecked hull, a brutal storm, and a 
captain’s decision to sail; remove any of those factors and the Morrell would have reached her 
destination.” 
 

And with that we turn to the story of John the Baptist in today’s gospel of Matthew, who preached a baptism of 
repentance both to those in the bow of the ship and to those in the stern.  The people in the front were the ones 
who knew very well of their need for a savior.  They understood the peril they were confronting, and their need 
to do something about it right now—before everything sinks and everything is lost.  They were the ones from 
Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region around the Jordan who willingly made the trip out into the desert 
wilderness to confess their sins—which is, by the way, even today an absolutely brutal trip through wasteland.  
Nobody would do it who wasn’t serious about what they believed was at stake. 
 
I mentioned the sole survivor of the Daniel J. Morrell.  He was from the front of the boat.   
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And then there were those in the stern, for whom John the Baptist was apparently more of a curiosity than a 
source of concern to be taken seriously.  They were the ones named the Pharisees and the Sadducees—the 
lawyers and the clergy—who were sailing in the very same storm but didn’t seem very distressed by that, because 
of what they didn’t know, or didn’t want to know, or weren’t curious to know.  Perhaps that’s exactly why John 
the Baptist had to be so blunt in his preaching to them: “You brood of vipers!” he calls them.  The people in front 
of the ship see something urgent about this savior’s appearance that you don’t seem to recognize as very 
interesting or very vital.  You seem much content to be sailing forward into destruction because you can hear that 
the engine is still running, and you aren’t aware of what’s going on around you.  Wake up!  It is not enough to say 
that “we are descendants of Abraham,” nor is it enough to know that you are baptized.  Some evidence of your 
life’s behavior is just as essential to avoid what Matthew calls the “coming wrath.”  You don’t know the danger! 
 
And what exactly is that wrath and danger?  Perhaps not so much the risk of a God who is angry and punishing.  
Perhaps it is more the risk about being enduringly unhappy and fearful and anxious about what will happen to us 
next.  We have no shortage of that these days.  And here is where that closing paragraph of the book about the 
shipwreck can be of help:  Shipwrecks, like human lives, almost always evolve, mature and end as the result of 
many factors, some of which are ours to control, and some of which are not.  Change any one of those factors and 
the result will be very different.  So this Advent season is an invitation—really an obligation—to focus on those 
factors that are ours to control and to change.  The biblical word for it is “repentance.”  We cannot control many 
of the storms that erupt in our lives and family and church and nation.  But we can very well control how we 
respond to them.  Part of that may be simply to acknowledge them.  Like an aging ship, we often can’t control the 
effects of time and disability and physical weakness, but we can certainly control decisions about how best to 
accommodate them and learn to live with them with grace.  And like a captain’s decision to sail (or not), we can 
decide to be open to the wisdom of human experience and prudent judgment and responsibility for the lives of 
others rather than to chase only after immediate rewards for ourselves.   
 
This may well be what John the Baptist’s words can mean for us in the winter of 2016:  “Repent!” 
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