21st June 2009

Focus Scripture: Mark 4:35–41

On Thursday at the evening meeting looking at the topic If you want to walk on Water you have to get out of the boat’ John Ortborg, Presbyterian minister in the States talked about fear and faith and moving out of our comfort zones in order to grow in faith. He started with a story of how he took a flight in a hot air balloon as soon as it took off he experienced the emotion of fear. The basket was only up to his wait and one good lurch and he may have been thrown over the side. He decided to ask the kid flying the balloon about his experience seeing how he was pacing his life in his hands. He knew he was in trouble when his answer back started with the words ‘dude it’s like this…’ He had never flown this particular balloon before! Someone started to panic and knowing Ortborg was a minister said ‘you’re religious - do something!’ So he took an offering!

When disciples follow Jesus, they may be led to places that generate fear, and fear is not always inappropriate in this world. Yet the character and competence of the person piloting the boat – or flying the balloon Yet God journeys with us in the boat. God’s presence offers the promise of peace that calms spirits and encourages trust. When we cry out in faith, God hears. When God hears, our hearts need not fail – we can sail on with courage.
Mark uses the metaphors of “sea” and “boat” in this passage. The sea in ancient Jewish thought was a place of danger. In Genesis and other near Eastern creation stories, the sea represented chaos. In Roman times the sea came to be viewed as the domain of Rome’s power. Rome’s ships, as well as armies, ensured domination. The one who held power over the sea ruled. For the Galilean fishers who followed Jesus, the boat was their home and place of work. The boat in time came to be a symbol for Christian community.
The disciples ask two questions concerning Jesus in this narrative: “Do you not care?” and “Who then is this?” The question of care is a relational one. It asks whether the God revealed in Jesus can be trusted to seek our good. The question of “who is this” asks where Jesus fits among the powers in the world. Today is the summer solstice - the day for pagans and druids who’s numbers seem to be growing  in our land as many people seem attracted back to the ancient pre Christian religions. It’s an interesting and disturbing question why people are pursuing their spiritual search  The previous comment about control of the sea determining rule links directly to this question. Jesus had just stilled the sea. To exercise such authority makes a powerful statement about Jesus’ identity. Such authority forms the background for Jesus’ healings and exorcisms, and

even teachings that assert life in the face of oppressive

forces. “Who then is this” is ultimately the question

evoked by the cross. 
The disciples do not end up in a storm because they disobey Jesus. Rather, the command of Jesus to “let us go across to the other side” results in this venture. Some scholars hear “other side” as suggestive of the call to mission toward persons considered as outsiders. The disciples in Mark are not a settled community. To follow Jesus, then and now, is to be on the move.
Verses 40–41 raise interesting issues regarding faith and fear. A contrast is first drawn between faith and fear. Encounters with God narrated in scripture often resulted initially in fear. God then typically responds with: “Do not be afraid.” God may be trusted. In the closing verse, however, the disciples’ “great awe” more literally translates as “great fear.” The fear

of God is a common expression of Jewish piety in Hebrew wisdom literature. Some fear is appropriate. Fear of God, who may be trusted for our good, counters falling prey to inappropriate fears.
• • • • •

The presence of God in fearful times may bring peace

and calm. For Christ, who is “in the boat” with us,

is not there merely to accompany us, but to help us.

When do we, like the disciples, find ourselves wondering

in experiences of vulnerability whether Christ

really cares – and if so, what difference that care will

make? What enables us to speak and act with trust in

God’s presence when we find ourselves confronting

new experiences that give rise to fear?

Fear: Appropriate and

Inappropriate

By John Indermark

Seas rise. Waves crash. The boat swamps. Disciples cry out. Jesus says “peace” to the waters, and they calm. But then Jesus says, “Why are you afraid?” It would be understandable if one of the disciples had spoken up and said: “Hello! We were nearly drowning out there!” Mark ends the narrative of the boat episode by saying the disciples were “filled with great awe” – which is a somewhat misleading translation that only softens their gut feeling. More literally, the text in 4:41 reads: “they were filled with

great fear.”

On the issue of fear, the biblical witness speaks a complicated word. On the one hand, the Hebrew Scriptures are filled with invocations to fear God. Proverbs even teaches us that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom. On the other hand, 1 John 4:18 avows that “there is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” And for those who would seemingly “simplify” it by saying the Hebrew Scriptures teach the fear of God and the New Testament the love of

God – well, that’s just not true. Both have God speaking the word, “do not be afraid” to folks, all the way from Abraham and Jacob to Mary and these disciples. And both make positive appeals to fear God (for example, 2 Corinthians 5:11, 7:1).
So when is fear appropriate for individuals and communities of faith – and when is it inappropriate? Biblical scholars focus on two key elements when it comes to the meaning of fear, and when it is entirely appropriate.
One has to do with holy encounter that produces a sense of awe or mystery. Relationship with God that reduces to “me and Jesus, aren’t we pals?” misses what Moses experienced when standing before the burning bush, or what disciples experienced when an entire sea calms at the mere speaking of a word. Or in the image C. S. Lewis uses in The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe, a conversation between Tumnus

and Lucy reveals that the Christ-figure Aslan is not a tame lion… but he is good.
And “good” brings us to the second positive aspect of when fear may be appropriate. For in the biblical witness, fear also relates to the moral/ethical sense that the goodness and justice of God summons such qualities in our actions. Albeit in a backwards way, Abraham recognizes this ethical imperative when he rationalizes his passing off his wife, Sarah, as his sister when he enters the land of Abimilech. “I

did it because I thought, `There is no fear of God at all in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife’” (Genesis 20:11). The story illustrates a much later saying, attributed to Fyodor Dostoevsky: “If there is no God, everything is permissible.” Why? Because there is no concern, no fear, of accountability for one’s actions.
Some things should make us fearful of God. Abusing a child. Practicing genocide. Steamrolling over the needs and vulnerabilities of others simply to obtain one’s own wants and desires. Please understand, this goes not just for individuals but communities and nations as well. When consideration is given to acting unjustly or against the good of God’s children and creation, there is a positive role to be

played by the fear of God.
But even if and when the fear of God is wisdom’s beginning, our relationship with and experience of God does not end in fear. Trust in God leads us to places where fear diminishes because love increases.
Again, this is not Hebrew Scriptures versus New Testament

writings. Love and grace abound in the sign of the rainbow and deliverance from exile as much as they do in the sign of the cross and the welcoming of disciples who do not always and perhaps not even often “get it.”
Fear is inappropriate as a motive for covenant with God. God’s covenanting with us is grounded in the welcome offered by love, making possible our love and trust in return. 
Adolescent Storms

By Paul Turley
There’s a storm brewing. You can hear it thundering in the defiant stand of a ten-year-old who doesn’t want to go to bed. It’s there, too, in the sudden flash of anger of a twelve-year-old who feels treated like a child. Adolescence comes, very

often like a storm.
In some cultures the marker between childhood and adulthood is a simple ceremony in which a child is given the tools they will need to fulfil their duties as an adult, and in that moment they make the transition. In other cultures an intense, but relatively brief period of initiation into the lore of adult culture is followed by a ceremony to mark the transformation.
In our cultures, things are less defined. Young people, as a recognizable group in society, emerged following the Second World War. Before that time, only the rich could afford the luxury of a time after the constraints of childhood and before the responsibilities of adulthood. Children became adults rudely and quickly. 
Today, however, no longer children and not yet adults, young people inhabit an ill-defined and constantly shifting cultural land and the storm that is adolescence truly boils.
Of course, not all storms are destructive. In a country in the grip of drought, a storm that thunders rain on the tin roof and fills the rivers and creeks is an answer to prayer. The storm of adolescence can be welcomed by young people eager to leave childhood behind and to be independent. And for those young people in situations of neglect or abuse, the storm that blows them fully into their own lives might be loud and it might be violent, but it is a necessary and welcome storm.
So what does all this have to do with Jesus calming the storm on Galilee? A great deal, particularly if we remember that it is likely that the disciples were themselves young. Six points stand out in Jesus’ relationship to the disciples that can guide us in our relationship with young people.
Jesus accompanies his disciples Jesus takes the same journey as the disciples; he is literally in the same boat. Many of the issues that loom big in our lives at fifteen confront us still at fifty. We are all together on the same journey. If we forget this, we forget empathy and we forget grace.
Jesus takes the storm seriously Jesus does not laugh the storm off as a gentle breeze, nor does he pretend to be unaffected by it. The storm is real and is a matter of life and death. The confusion, excitement, and anguish of adolescence is also real.
Jesus lets the disciples act Jesus does not take charge. The disciples have learned to sail and be responsible. Many young people experience the frustration of being denied independence and responsibility. We do young people a disservice if we require them to act as adults but deny them the opportunities to test the sails.
Jesus helps only when asked It is often the hardest thing for us who live and work with young people to let them make their own mistakes. Out of love and concern it is easy to short-circuit a life lesson and leave young people feeling diminished.
Jesus calms the storm Jesus makes things normal again. We, too, have this privilege. We can invite young people to see a longer view, to see options, to explore ways through, to imagine that they are neither crazy nor alone in their struggles.
Jesus reminds the disciples of who they are and what they know We can remind young people that they are loved. We can assure them that much of what they have learned in their childhood can, even as it now requires rethinking, help them in their adult lives. And we can help them embrace their calling to grow and change.
Adolescence can be a wonderful and fierce storm. The storm is wild, grand, desperate, exciting, dangerous, exhilarating, and sometimes destructive, but always offering the possibility of change and renewal. And always offering the certainty that Christ travels with us.
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