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Pentecost 5, 2009
Preached:  July 5, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Mark 4:35-41
“Quiet!  Be still!”

It’s only when man is staring into the brink of despair that he shows what he’s made of—who he is.
I just got done reading a biography of Abraham Lincoln and was reminded of what a man was at the head of our country in perhaps its darkest moment of despair. When elected to the presidency Lincoln found himself in an impossible situation. Almost half of the states were breaking away from the Union over the question of slavery. There were so many death threats against Lincoln that they had to sneak him into Washington in disguise for his inauguration. When the Civil War broke out, he could not find a reliable general to lead the Union army. He would sometimes have to go to the front himself—he an almost uneducated frontier lawyer—and direct operations personally. One year into the war his little son Willie died in the White House of a fever. His wife, wracked with psychological problems, added all kinds of complications to his task. He himself suffered from depression as he considered the hundreds of thousands of men who were dying in the war. But through it all, Lincoln was able to stick to his most heart-felt principles, like how all men are created equal, and was able to lead the most profound social changes that America has ever experienced—the establishment of freedom for all people—even eventually paying for it with the loss of his own life.
A much greater man than Lincoln lay in the boat that night on the Sea of Galilee that our Gospel for today describes. The tumultuous storm that it describes and the way that that Man handled it showed who He was—what He was made of. And it did even more. It showed who His disciples were—what they were made of. And it created something in them that made them into much greater men than they were on their own.
It’s interesting the little touches that Mark adds to today’s account to show us who Jesus is. He portrays Him first of all as so human:  Sleeping on a cushion in the stern of a boat. Exhausted after a long day of preaching and teaching, the typical male who can sleep through a storm. Jesus is certainly 100% flesh and blood man. But that’s only the starting point of what Mark’s trying to show us here. His real point in His portrayal of Jesus here is that there is much more to Jesus than just one mortal life. He wants to make sure that we see that Jesus is also the Lord of the forces of nature. When awakened from His very human sleep, Jesus looked into the eye of the storm, and He “rebuked the wind (that means He scolded the wind) and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” And the storm—something that has no ears—listened to His voice. “Then the wind died down and it was completely calm.” How can we grasp this? Can a storm obey? This is something that defies physical reality. The disciples had a hard time processing this. Mark chooses to end the account by simply focusing on their reaction to it. “They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!” Who is this? The disciples certainly knew who He was. They had been traveling with Him for a year already. But they were only beginning to grasp who He really is. Who is the One that the wind and waves obey? Notice, Mark leaves their question unanswered. There’s something very powerful in ending with a question, a question that is left unanswered, even though the answer is obvious. It’s almost as if they know what the answer is, but everyone including the author Mark is too overwhelmed with awe and reverence to say that they are in the presence of God. 
You know, it’s so interesting how these little episodes from the Gospels are so short and powerful that the church for nearly two thousand years now has taken one each Sunday, has just read it and pondered over it. Each one makes you think just a little more deeply about who Jesus is and what He accomplished. They are written to get you to realize that Jesus is greater—much greater—than any king or prophet or religious leader that the world has ever seen. Sometimes these episodes show Him doing miracles that were similar to what some of the prophets of the Old Testament performed:  healings, miraculously providing food or water. Sometimes—though very rarely—the prophets even raised people from the dead. Some of Jesus’ miracles were very similar. But sometimes His miracles took on a little different twist in which He showed that God was not just a power outside Himself that He simply called on. No, He spoke as God. The prophets called on the name of the Lord when they performed their miracles. Jesus spoke as God to the wind and wave, “Quiet! Be still!” And in His miracles Jesus showed that He had the characteristics of God. Before healing the paralyzed man, He read the minds of the people who were gathered in the house that day. He had said to the paralyzed man when He first saw him, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” When teachers of the law heard him, they thought to themselves, “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming!  Who can forgive sins but God alone?” Jesus knew their thoughts. As God He is omniscient (all knowing). He said to them, “Why are you thinking these things? Which is easier:  to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins . . . “ He said to the paralytic, “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” And the paralyzed man stood up and walked! You see, His miracles so often had these indications that His power came from within, not just from a connection with God.
And so it was on this day too, that His disciples could see that the power was His own, that He was no ordinary human being. And His Words and the effect they had on the wind and waves created something miraculous in their hearts. They created greater faith in Him, greater faith that this man who walked among them was indeed the Lord of the universe. When the miracle was over, Jesus spoke some questions to them, questions that sound very critical, but questions (like we said earlier) that were very powerful:  “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” They were questions of law, weren’t they? Questions that pointed the mirror of God’s law deep into their hearts, to show that lack of faith in God is a terrible offense to the all powerful God.  To question that He who created the universe, that He who continues to sustain and keep it going, doesn’t really know what He’s doing—that is one of the greatest traps that human beings fall into. Second guessing God—or their question in v. 38—that is really the height of human insolence:  “Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” Have you ever sent a prayer like that up to God? “Yeah, I know you made the mountains, you created the solar system, you made the whole Milky Way, but you don’t really care about me, do you God?” It’s really no wonder, is it, that He says to us, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” 
Oh, we live during quite a storm too, don’t we? Everything seems to be coming unhinged. The economy seems to be in a tail-spin that no one has a solution for. Some say that there is a climate change going on that will threaten life on the planet. And then in the midst of it all this week, everyone who is anyone took time to honor a man who was a known child predator and who brought an earlier-than-expected end to his life. Can a world get any more mixed up than our world? Oh, the temptation is very real for us to throw up our hands and say, “I give up! Where is God? Jesus, why do you let all of this happen? Lord, don’t you care that we’re drowning?” The temptation is very real to despair. But for disciples of Jesus, His Words are always ringing in their ears. And we know the power of those words, that they bring order out of chaos. When tempted to despair over the alarmists’ cries of global warming, the believer is reminded of those words that God spoke to Noah after the flood (Gen. 8:22), “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.” When tempted to despair that I may lose my job or become homeless, disciples of Jesus hear the voice of the Master, perhaps those inspired in the 37th Psalm, “I was young and now I am old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread.” When tempted to get distracted by the increase of evil all around, the believer is reassured by the voice of Jesus in Scriptures like 2 Timothy 3 (vs. 13-14), “Evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because . . . from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” The believer is reassured by the voice of Jesus, “Surely, I am with you always to the very end of the age” (Matt. 28:20).
It is often only when Jesus brings us to the brink of despair, that we really listen to His voice and are able to look deeply enough into Him to realize how all powerful He really is. Is there any reason to doubt Him? He was willing to leave heaven itself for you. He was willing to suffer hell on the cross for you. Do you really think He doesn’t care about you? Do you really think that He’s not in control of all things? Do you? If these questions are still unsettling your soul, then listen to His Words—so simple, so powerful—“Quiet! Be still!”  Amen.
