Peace…be still…

Mark 4: 35-41
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It must have been one whopper of a storm.  All the guys in the boat with Jesus were in a state of pure panic, all of them, and that’s nothing less than astonishing itself.  I mean, after all, they may have been novice amateurs about discipleship, but a good many of them were professionals when it came to handling boats in heavy weather.  They were professional fishermen, earning their living in boats, out on the sea most every day, well-accustomed to the sudden storms and squalls over the Sea of Galilee; they must have been well-skilled in maneuvering around and through wind and rain and choppy water.  If all those guys, even the pros, could be driven to panic, it must have been, as they say, the mother of all storms.  But maybe it wasn’t only the storm itself that whipped them into wild-eyed terror; maybe it was also a certain superstition that was prevalent back then.

Mark the gospel writer doesn’t mention this superstition, but, see, he didn’t need to mention it, not two thousand years ago.  Folks back then, hearing about a boat on the brink of capsizing in deep water, instantly the superstition would spring to mind and grip their guts.  Instantly, without any prompting from the storyteller, they’d understand why those guys panicked.

The superstition:  who knows where it came from or how long it had been around, but most everybody believed it, that the deep murky unfathomable unknown beneath great seas was the abode of demons, and if you valued your life, if you knew what was good for you, you better not disturb them.  But, terror upon terror, a massive storm like this would disturb them; the maniacal rolling and roiling of the sea would wake the demons to roll and roil and rise up, and they wouldn’t wake up happy.  To capsize and be tossed into a deep, angry sea full of angry demons, well, drowning would be a blessing compared to this fate worse than death.

So, in the grip of panic beyond panic, they woke up Jesus, who was in the back of the boat, sleeping through the storm.  And they woke him up none too gently.  You know how it is when you’re afraid of something, how your fear can take form as anger lashing out at the nearest warm body, especially when that warm body seems unconcerned about what’s happening, especially when you think that person ought to be concerned and could and should do something.  They were testy with Jesus, to say the least, accused him of not caring about them.  If he cared, he’d do something.

But what did they expect Jesus to do?  Well, probably they wanted him to jump into the panic scene with them.

He ought to get busy doing what they were doing, grab a bucket and start bailing, grab an oar and put some muscle into it toward the shore.  And maybe, having seem him perform miracles, maybe they were hoping for a miracle here, some superman power to bail faster than a speeding bullet, with muscles stronger than a locomotive to row them ashore.

Well, Jesus did do something, but when he did what he did, their shock was as huge as their panic had been.  Never in a million years would it have occurred to them to ask Jesus to do this.  Never in a million years would they have imagined that Jesus could do this.   No human imagination could be stretched enough to imagine this possible:  Jesus shut off the storm; just like that, he shut off the storm and slammed the door on the demons.  He called out, “Peace!  Be still!”  And instantly the sea was transformed to tranquility; the wind ceased, and there was dead calm.

No longer wild-eyed in panic but now wild-eyed in shock, the guys in the boat began to ask each other, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”  The answer to that question, it’s left hanging – but not really.  For two thousand years now Christians have heard it as a rhetorical question, its answer too obvious to need stating.

The only one who could command the wind and the sea to obey is the Creator, Almighty God, the Holy One who commanded the creating of the wind and sea in the first place.  Ergo, Jesus is the embodiment of the Holy.

Well, what do you think – did it actually happen, an event we could have seen with our own eyes if we’d been there?  It could have happened, couldn’t it?  Surely Almighty God can do whatever Almighty God wills to do – who would argue with that?  And so it is that some take this story at face value.  They believe that the Bible was dictated by God; this story is in the Bible; therefore this story must be a literal, factual record of something Almighty God willed to do in human history.

Others, though, see God’s will working in another way.  They see God willing storytellers to be storytellers, God willing a story into the faith place in the heart of a storyteller, inspiring the storyteller to speak or write, not a mere blip of factual history, but a great truth which cannot be confined to one moment in time.  So, to these folks, this story is an inspired parable, a parable designed to lead us to that faith place in our own hearts, there to stand with the very first disciples, with them to ask it ourselves, that question about who Jesus is, and with them to realize the awesome answer.

But, really, no matter how you look at the story, whether you see an historical event or an inspired parable, the message of the story is the same, that Jesus Christ was and is the Holy One full of power, and that this powerful Holy One is in the boat with you, powerfully taking care of you.

Thing is, we’re not always as aware as we’d like to be of the Christ powerfully taking care of us.  When you’re caught in one of life’s storms, and the storm feels huge and overwhelming, a storm that just goes on and on and on - when you feel tossed in the rolling roiling waters of things going on around you, and you feel helpless, out of control, unable to do anything about what others are doing – or when the storm isn’t external but internal, your own thoughts and emotions rolling and roiling and making you crazy – when you’ve prayed and prayed and prayed for help, yet the storm goes on and on and on, and your faith is taking a beating, and you’re beginning to question the value of faith itself, and you’re beginning to question the value of having Jesus in the boat with you – doesn’t it seem sometimes that if Jesus is in your boat, he must be asleep on the job, or doesn’t want to be bothered, or doesn’t care, has abandoned you to struggle on your own, take care of yourself best as you can, even though your best can’t keep your boat afloat?

We’re not always as aware as we’d like to be of the Christ powerfully taking care of us.  But think about what this story claims; think about the truth it proclaims.  Next time your boat is rocky as all get out, battered by some kind of storm, and you’re imagining what you’d like God to do to help you, imagine that what you’re imagining isn’t big enough.  Imagine that what you want God to do, this big thing you want God to do, isn’t big enough.  Imagine that you can’t stretch your imagination enough to imagine the biggest thing you need, can’t stretch you imagination wide enough to imagine what God can do.  Imagine that all the while you’re in a funk, something no less than miraculous is on the horizon, something that never in a million years would occur to you to ask God to do, something much bigger and much better than you’d ever dream possible.

“Peace…be still…”  That’s what Jesus, the Holy One, said to the storm, and it’s what the Holy One, who is Jesus Christ says to us.  “Be still and know…be not anxious…be not afraid…lo, I am with you always…peace…be still.”  See, that’s what this story is about.
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