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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Crossing to the Other Side
Psalm 107:1-3, 23-32; Mark 4:35-41

After a rather long afternoon of teaching by the Sea of Galilee, Jesus
decided that he wanted to leave Capurnaum and cross over to the other side,
to the Gentile coast on the eastern shore.  As darkness fell, what was
ordinarily a pleasant trip across the water turned into a nightmare when a
fierce storm arose.  The wind howled, waves pounded the boats, the disciples
panicked.  Yet, despite the fact that the boat was taking on water and the
other men were shouting into the storm, Jesus was fast asleep on a cushion
in the stern.

When they were finally able to rouse him, after he rubbed the sleep from
his eyes and stretched, Jesus rebuked the wind and commanded the waves
to be still.  As the violence of the storm evaporated and the soaked and
shaking men caught their breath, Jesus asked, “Why are you afraid?”  To me,
that sounds like an odd and even absurd question.  The fact that they were
all about to drown might have had something to do with it.  His second
question seems to me completely inappropriate and insensitive: “Have you
still no faith?”  I am not certain that panic in the midst of a violent storm is
evidence of a lack of faith, but let’s try to figure out what Jesus meant.

Jesus wanted to go to the other side.  Obviously he meant the opposite
shore of the sea, but I wonder if he also meant something else.  Clearly they
had not yet reached the other side of the sea; they had further to go.  But they
were on the other side of the storm.  The boat was headed for a particular
geographical destination, but I wonder if Jesus wasn’t taking his friends to a
different place of faith.

How do we react when the storms of life hit?

It is not unusual to panic when a fierce storm–natural, physical,
emotional, or spiritual–threatens our lives.  Panic is a natural response.  Fight
and flight are the two natural reactions.  Maybe Jesus wanted the disciples
(and us) to find our way to the other side of dealing with the frightening
aspects of life.  Maybe he wanted to take us to a place of true calm and peace
and trust.



Some of you know who Nightbirde is.  Nightbirde is a young woman who
appeared on America's Got Talent on June 8.  Her given name is Jane
Marczewski.  She is thirty years old and from a small town in Ohio.  She has
a beautiful voice and a compelling story.  For her performance on the reality
talent contest, she sang a song she had written titled, “It's Okay.”  The song
tells what the past year has been like for her.  To give you a sense of the past
year, listen to the introduction she wrote in an essay titled, “God Is on the
Bathroom Floor”:

I don't remember most of Autumn, because I lost my mind late in
the summer and for a long time after that, I wasn't in my body.  I
was a lightbulb buzzing somewhere far.

After the doctor told me I was dying, and after the man I married
said he didn't love me anymore, I chased a miracle in California
and sixteen weeks later, I got it.  The cancer was gone.  But when
my brain caught up with it all, something broke.  I later found out
that all the tragedy at once had caused a physical head trauma,
and my brain was sending false signals of excruciating pain and
panic.1

I would say she was in the eyewall of a storm on a very dangerous sea.
Cancer had appeared–for the third time.  Her husband decided he no

longer loved her.  She suffered brain trauma from all of the physical, mental,
and emotional stress.  As she said, something broke.  She broke.  She tried
to rest, but the only place that she could sleep was on the bathroom floor.  As
we think about what happened with Jesus and the disciples during their storm
on the sea and consider how we weather the storms of life, I want to use
some of this young lady’s thoughts to reveal where I think Jesus was taking
his friends in their faith journey.

As we heard earlier from Psalm 107, ancient people believed God
controlled nature like a teenager controls a video game with a joystick.  On a
whim, with a vengeance, out of curiosity, to mete out punishment, the forces
of nature were understood to be either God’s hand of blessing or the rod of
God’s wrath.

1Jane Marczewski, "God is on the Bathroom Floor," (March 9, 2021); available online at:
https://www.nightbirde.co/?fbclid=IwAR1a0Mxei7I9tAqFemnWFiBwzvdt__Mx7QF-8JQGz-LPTcNCGQKpE
smMsuI.  All quotes are from this essay.
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Most of us have watched enough weather reports in our lives to
understand that a host of factors combine to create weather.  Granted, we
share responsibility for changes in climate and weather patterns because of
our abuse of the earth, but we know that we do not get bad or good weather
based on what we do or do not do at the moment.  Yet, we can't help but
wonder sometimes if a certain storm or a lightning strike or flood or disease
is not the result of a snap of God’s fingers pointed directly at us.  We know
that some preachers have claimed hurricanes are sent to punish a sinful
community or diseases appear as a purifying instrument of wrath.  Maybe it
is natural to feel that what we do has an effect on the entire world.  You may
remember that Jonah also slept through a storm on the sea.  When the
captain woke him up and the crew realized that he was running away from
God, they assumed that he was the cause of the storm and tossed him into
the water.

Nightbirde had this to say:
I have had cancer three times now, and I have barely passed
thirty.  There are times when I wonder what I must have done to
deserve such a story.  I fear sometimes that when I die and meet
with God, that He will say I disappointed Him, or offended Him, or
failed Him.  Maybe He'll say I just never learned the lesson, or
that I wasn't grateful enough.  But one thing I know for sure is this:
He can never say that He did not know me.

Punishment of a group of people for personal sin does not match with
the God we come to know in Jesus.  Nor did Jesus support the pharisaical
theories that physical illness is the result of sin.  In other words, a hurricane
is not God’s wrath on a community and a diagnosis of cancer is not an
indictment of personal failure.  Without a doubt, Jesus was clear that we are
accountable for our sin, but he also invited repentance and offered
forgiveness.  He did not encourage the belief that you will bear the
punishment for my sin or that God weaponizes nature to punish us.

I must say that Jesus' demeanor during the storm does perplex me. 
How could anyone sleep through a storm like that one?  How many of us have
spent sleepless nights as one of the long list of hurricanes blew over us?  I
have!  During Hurricane Fran, I lay on the sofa in our den in Warrenton
wondering which one of the four huge oak trees on each corner of the house
would fall on me first.  Yet, no one ever asked me why I was afraid?  During
Hurricane Floyd, which brought such devastation to our city, our family
hunkered down under our dining room table.  At least we were dry and safe. 
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Some of our folks spent the night wading out of their homes to higher ground. 
One of our families spent the night hanging onto the branches of a tree.  Were
they afraid?  Absolutely!  Did they still have faith?  Without a doubt!

I don't know why Jesus asked those questions.  Is being terrified of a
raging storm an indication of a lack of faith?  Is reacting with fear to a terrible
diagnosis a lack of faith?  Is being scared to death because we find ourselves
in some situation that appears utterly hopeless a sign that we do not trust
God?  I hope not because if that is true then very few of us are people of faith. 
Yet, we know different, don't we?!

I wonder if that trip to the other side was not an opportunity for Jesus to
teach the disciples something about life, our reaction to it, and God's role in
it.  How do we respond to the storms of life?  Listen again to Nightbirde and
see if her experience is also your experience.

I am God's downstairs neighbor, banging on the ceiling with a
broomstick.  I show up at His door every day.  Sometimes with
songs, sometimes with curses.  Sometimes apologies, gifts,
questions, demands.  Sometimes I use my key under the mat to
let myself in.  Other times, I sulk outside until He opens the door
to me Himself.

I wonder if Jesus was testing the disciples, prodding them to get an
honest reaction out of them so that they could see that he was real, that God
was real, that God understands our lives more than we imagine.  Have you
ever dared tell God what you really think?  Nightbirde confesses:

I have called Him a cheat and a liar, and I meant it.  I have told
Him I wanted to die, and I meant it.  Tears have become the only
prayer I know.  Prayers roll over my nostrils and drip down my
forearms.  They fall to the ground as I reach for Him.  These are
the prayers I repeat night and day; sunrise, sunset.

Does your honesty lead you to honest prayer–not necessarily “pretty
prayer,” but raw, gut-wrenching, truly honest-to-God prayer that says it all with
no filter because you figure if God is God then God can take what you have
to say and more!  Nightbirde did–and it took her to the other side where she
found some peace and calm and God.  Listen again:
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Call me bitter if you want to—that's fair.  Count me among the
angry, the cynical, the offended, the hardened.  But count me also
among the friends of God.  For I have seen Him in rare form.  I
have felt His exhale, laid in His shadow, squinted to read the
message He wrote for me in the grout: “I’m sad too.”

I would prefer that Mark had told us that Jesus, too, became anxious as
the winds increased and the waves rose.  I would like to hear him say, “Okay,
Guys, here’s what we are going to do.  Some of you start bailing the water
while the rest of you use the oars to keep the boat steady.  I’ll take care of the
storm.  We are going to be okay!”  But that is not what happened.  Instead,
exhausted after a long day, Jesus fell asleep in the stern of the boat.  I
wonder if the story is intended to remind us that we can find peace in the
worst of circumstances.  Outwardly, we might still be frantic or anxious, but
within we know that ultimately we are in the presence of God who does care
for us.  Perhaps Jesus was asking his friends if they knew what they were
asking God as they shouted into the howling wind.  Were they asking for the
right thing?  Were they hoping for something that was not going to make a
difference?  Was there another prayer they should have prayed?  Nightbirde
tells us:

I remind myself that I'm praying to the God who let the Israelites
stay lost for decades.  They begged to arrive in the Promised
Land, but instead He let them wander, answering prayers they
didn't pray.  For forty years, their shoes didn't wear out.  Fire lit
their path each night.  Every morning, He sent them mercy-bread
from heaven. 

This storm wrecked, tempest tossed, abandoned, but not hopeless soul
tells us a lot.  We sometimes forget that the chosen people of God were like
a family lost on vacation with Dad at the wheel.  They meandered around,
taking wrong turns and dead end roads, but refused to stop and ask
directions.  Nightbirde opens a window to fresh understanding when she says,
“He let them wander, answering prayers they didn't pray.”  For forty
years–which is poetic speech meaning “a long, long time”–they wandered, yet
all that time they had shoes for walking, light for seeing, bread for eating. 
God did not forget or abandon them.

Jonah thought he caused a storm.  Job was accused of bringing his
misfortune on himself.  A man’s blindness was attributed either to his sins or
the sins of his parents.  There is no doubt that we bring some misfortunes on
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ourselves, but that does not mean that God is punishing us or has abandoned
us.  Nightbirde reflected:

Call me cursed, call me lost, call me scorned.  But that's not all. 
Call me chosen, blessed, sought-after.  Call me the one who God
whispers his secrets to.  I am the one whose belly is filled with
loaves of mercy that were hidden for me.

On the other side of the storm, we realize that we are chosen and
blessed and sought-after.  We are God's confidants.  We are God's dinner
guests.  We are God's beloved.  God never stops the blessings from coming,
they just come from places that we often do not expect, another truth this
young lady offers us:

I see mercy in the dusty sunlight that outlines the trees, in my
mother's crooked hands, in the blanket my friend left for me, in
the harmony of the wind chimes.  It's not the mercy that I asked
for, but it is mercy nonetheless.  And I learn a new prayer: thank
you.  It's a prayer I don't mean yet, but will repeat until I do.

Today is Father’s Day, a day when we honor our fathers, remember the
best that they have offered to us, forgive the worst they might have done to
us, and celebrate the life they offered to us.  The Jewish people chose the
image of father as the best way they could understand this God who wanted
to know and love them, who was so different from the silent, immobile,
undependable gods of their neighbors.  God as our heavenly Parent remains
for most of us the best way to relate to God and begin to understand God.  In
that light, I can’t help but think of that time when Jesus told his followers,

“Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and
the door will be opened for you.  For everyone who asks receives,
and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks,
the door will be opened.  Is there anyone among you who, if your
child asks for bread, will give a stone?  Or if the child asks for a
fish, will give a snake?  If you then, who are evil, know how to give
good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in
heaven give good things to those who ask him!

Matthew 7:7-11

It is probably true that we discover some of the best gifts of God only on
the other side of the storm.  When the air clears, the sun shines, and silence
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enables us to finally hear, life becomes clearer and God is easier to
comprehend.  On the other side, we are also better prepared for the next
storm because we might just be able to fall asleep at last, knowing that we are
resting in the loving arms of God.  That is exactly what Nightbirde discovered:

Even on days when I'm not so sick, sometimes I go lay on the mat
in the afternoon light to listen for Him.  I know it sounds crazy, and
I can't really explain it, but God is in there—even now.  I have
heard it said that some people can't see God because they won't
look low enough, and it's true.  Look lower.  God is on the
bathroom floor.

If you can't see Him, look lower.

We have just been through the fierce storm of this pandemic, a storm
that has upended life for so many people–and we are not through it yet. 
Other storms, some more public and others deeply personal, rage in our lives. 
We are not alone or forgotten.  No matter how low we get, God is with us. 
Like a loving, caring, understanding father, God will always be found with us,
no matter what.  Yes, we are afraid at times, but that does not diminish our
faith.  Yes, God is with us all through the storm to the other side, whatever
that might bring.  Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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June 20, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Without doubt, our lives should be a symphony of praise, O God, for, in
so many different ways, you have calmed the rough waters of life, stilled the
fierce winds that beat upon us, and brought us to the safe harbors of your
grace time and time again.  Thank you for providing what we need at all times
of life.

Today we celebrate our fathers and being fathers.  The gift of family is
precious and we are grateful for those ties which bind us together.  We admit
that being family is not always easy, but pray that the love which unites us at
the deepest levels will always draw us back together.  For the support,
encouragement, and guidance of our fathers, we offer thanks.  For the errors
made and wrong turns taken, we offer forgiveness.  For the privilege of
sharing life together, we are grateful.  Bless us all, O God, parents and
children, and help us to rely on you for the ways in which we love one another.

As we continue to fight together against the pandemic, keep our efforts
strong and our resolve stronger.  We are jubilant over vaccines that have
been developed and pray that our protection will continue to grow as more
people take advantage of this gift.  Continue to guide our scientists, medical
professionals, and civic leaders to do what is right and good for us all and
help us to have enough wisdom to follow.

This weekend we have celebrated the gift of freedom offered to our
sisters and brothers who were so long enslaved.  We know that neither a
proclamation nor a date on the calendar guarantees real freedom and admit
that the struggle continues in so many ways.  We pray for open hearts and
minds and hands so that all people are treated as equals and, more
important, as your children.  Show us a path to justice and equity that will lead
to a cure for so many of the problems that plague us today.  Forgive us, heal
us, and restore us to the image you first dreamed for us.

For our personal needs, we ask for you help, O God.  Health and
happiness, daily needs and lifetime dreams are all important and essential. 
Help us to recognize your generosity in the gift of each day and teach us the
gift of gratitude in each moment.  These and all of our prayers we offer
through the love and grace of our Lord.  Amen.


