“Questions on the Stormy Sea”

Mark 4: 35-41

All eyes point to 53° 52' North / 166° 31' West: Dutch Harbor, Alaska, where Captains Sig Hansen (Northwestern), Johnathan and Andy Hillstrand (Time Bandit), Phil Harris (Cornelia Marie) and Keith Colburn (Wizard) are all back for another season of crab fishing, but storms -- personal, natural and financial -- are brewing. 

So reads the advertisement for Deadliest Catch, one of the top-rated shows on The Discovery Channel. Have you watched the show? It’s pretty exhilarating watching these guys fish for Alaskan King Crab on the Bering Sea: not a life for the faint of heart! But it makes for interesting TV.

It’s the last part of The Discover Channel advertisement that resonated with me and maybe with you too:

“…but storms – personal, natural and financial – are brewing”

 A great many people today are experiencing life as though they were working on one of the fishing boats on Deadliest Catch – like being on stormy seas with no place to run; no place to hide.

 Google the phrase “economic storm” and you get 90,500,000 results. People are already referring to the economic times we are in as ‘The Great Recession.” Open our own hometown newspaper The Daily Tribune on Thursday mornings and you will see more than 20 pages of home foreclosures. During this economic storm people have lost jobs and I suppose there is not a one of us who has not lost value in our investment savings and in our home equity. Indeed, we find ourselves in “stormy seas” economically right now.

 And of course, at any given point in time in our church family, we have individuals who are facing turbulence in their personal lives – marriage and family problems; health crises; grief over the lost of loved ones or friends. Yes, storms – personal, natural and financial – make their way into our lives all the time.

 Maybe that is why, Deadliest Catch, is so fascinating to us in these times. And maybe that is why the scripture we have read from Mark’s gospel today is so right on. We all - everyone of us- is in some way experiencing the stormy seas right now, aren’t we?

  It was at the close of the day – a long day of teaching about the kingdom of God. Jesus, exhausted from the day of communicating with spiritually hungry people, climbs inside the hold of one of the disciple’s fishing boats and they start to make their way across the Sea of Galilee, where in the morning Jesus will take his message to others in need.

 As would often happen on the Sea of Galilee, a furious squall arose. It must have been a doozy too! It was so bad that even these experienced fishermen are filled with fear. The waves were swamping the boat. They were bailing as fast as they could and holding on for dear life. 

 Have you ever felt like these disciples felt? Do you feel that way this morning? In the gale force winds of these times, do you feel like you’re battered and bailing; holding on for dear life? If you can identify with these disciples, then hear the Word of the Lord to you from Mark’s gospel today. And, specifically, I invite you to listen to what God would say to you through the questions that are posed in the text today. They are questions posed on the stormy seas by the disciples and questions posed by Jesus. 

The first question posed on the stormy sea is by the disciples. It is the question:

“Do you not care?”

 Of course, this question on the stormy sea comes because of what Mark records in v. 38

“But he, (Jesus) was in the stern, asleep on the cushion” (v.38a)

 Here the disciples were – hammered by the furious winds of a storm, afraid for their very lives and what was Jesus doing? He was catching some Z’s! And so what do the disciples do? They cry out to him to “wake up!” And then they pose the first question in the text:

“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”

 Believing that their boat is about to sink, they wonder if Jesus is just totally indifferent to their plight. Is he simply unconcerned about the difficulty they are facing? Is he uncaring about their situation that he can just sleep right through it all, oblivious to their pains and fears?

 Have you ever felt that way toward Jesus – toward God? Have you ever accused God of not caring; of being lackadaisical about your circumstances? If you have, then you are in good company. 

Did you know that in the great prayer book of the Old Testament – the Psalms – fully ¼ of those prayers are complaint and lament to God? The people of the Old Testament often cried out to God in complaint when they felt like God was asleep at the switch! Here’s just one, from Psalm 13

1 O Lord, how long will you forget me? Forever?
      How long will you look the other way?
 2 How long must I struggle with anguish in my soul,
      with sorrow in my heart every day?
      How long will my enemy have the upper hand?

3 Turn and answer me, O Lord my God!

 Who among us has not felt that way? When life’s seas get stormy, sometimes it feels as though God is absent; silent; perhaps indifferent to what we are going through. 

  But is that why Jesus sleeps through the storm? Is he indifferent to the disciples’ plight? Uncaring about their peril? Or is it, perhaps, because Jesus is simply unafraid and confident in God? And here’s an even more interesting question: Is Jesus sound asleep because he has confidence not only in God’s sufficiency for the situation, be also he believes his disciples have the resources within themselves to get through the storm?

 The first question posed in the scripture today is a very human question that people have always asked of God when they find themselves on stormy seas: “Jesus, do you not care?” But the good news is, if Jesus seems silent to our cries, maybe it is because he has confidence in his heavenly Father and in his human followers.

 Jesus poses the second question in the text. It’s really two questions in one. As soon as Jesus is aroused from slumber, Marks says that Jesus “rebukes” the wind and the seas. He says to the storm, “Peace! Be still!” And the next thing you know, there is a dead calm on the water. It’s then that Jesus speaks and asks his questions:

 “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” It’s the second of those questions that really hits home; the question:

“Have you still no faith?”

 Look, let’s give the disciples some credit. They may have been scared to death out there in the sea. But at least they knew whom to cry out to. They cried out to the one they hoped could save them. And when they cried out, Jesus responded. He silenced the storm.

Nevertheless, Jesus holds them accountable for their reaction. Yes, they had cried out to him. But they did so, questioning Jesus’ love and concern for them. And so Jesus comes back with 2 questions of his own:

“Why are you so afraid? Do you not yet have faith?”

 Jesus had been with these guys for a while now. He had walked with them daily. They had seen him perform the miraculous. They had seem him heal and cast out demons. They had at least believed in him enough to sign on with him as his recruits. But when the seas got stormy, they questioned Jesus real concern for them. And Jesus asks, “Where’s your faith? Do you still not yet trust me?”

  Of course, who could blame the disciples? I mean, they were in a dad-blame hurricane, for goodness sake! And how can we blame ourselves in our time for questioning God’s concern – we’ve been through an economic tsunami! We’ve been our war for almost 7 years! The country is drowning in a sea of debt! Shouldn’t we panic?

 But Jesus calmly says, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” Just like those disciples in the boat that day with Jesus, our first reaction is to look at the storm around us – to look at the eternal environment. Should we not also take a look at the environment within – look within ourselves to see if much of our fear stems from our own lack of trust in a higher power than the powers at work in the storms around us?

 Simply the way Jesus asks the question suggest that he has faith in us to come to faith in him – “Do you not yet have faith?” Jesus believes his disciples will get there. He does not kick them out of the boat for all of their questioning and struggling to come to faith. They are not there yet, but he holds out the possibility that they will indeed come to have faith in him and not fear the stormy seas of life.

And finally, there is one more question posed in the text today. It’s a question that I believe God hopes that we will all come to ask as we navigate this life that can sometimes get stormy. When we have been through the squall and have had our faith challenged, like the disciples, I believe God hopes we will look at Jesus and ask:

“Who then is this?”

 This is the question that makes faith possible. As the disciples watched the sea go from perturbed to placid, Mark writes that they were “filled with great awe.” They were amazed, astonished, over taken by wonder at what they had seen. They had been through the storm. They had questioned and struggled with the Lord through all of the turbulence. They had their own faith challenged and questioned. And finally they came to ask the fundamental question – the question that is really on the table every time one gets in the boat with Jesus: (see William H. Willamon, Pulpit Resource, April-June 2006, p.59)

“Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”

 Who indeed? 

· Who is this one who can sleep confidently through the storms of life? 

· Who is the one that is the non-anxious presence at center of an anxiety-ridden culture? 

· Who is this one that dares to ask us why we are so afraid, when the fears around us are real? 

· Who is this one who holds out the hope that we will one day come to have enough faith to trust his sovereignty over everything in life?

· Who is the one who can fill us with awe and cause us to – as the old hymn says – to be “lost in wonder, love and praise.”

 His name is Jesus! He is the one who will never abandon us no matter how rough the seas get. 

His name is Jesus! He is the one who is the ever-present healer and savior, even when he seems absent and silent.

His name is Jesus! He is the one who through the Cross has shown us that there is no situation in life he will not endure with us; no length to which he will not go to save us.

His name is Jesus! He is Lord and he is God! Yes, even the wind and the seas obey him!
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