Ten Foot Seas!
Acts 27:21 – 37
So, do you want to head out in ten foot seas?  That question was put to 45 commuters on the Salem to Boston high speed ferry this fall.  As you may know since my time here at First Baptist has been reduced to three quarter time, I worked as first mate on the Salem ferry.   On a Friday morning we were preparing for the 7:00 a.m. commuter run to Boston when we got word that the seas had suddenly picked up to 8 to 10 foot waves.  The captain, a deck hand and I discussed what to do knowing the commuters who depended on the ferry would be arriving soon and needed to get to work in Boston.  We also knew that the boat could easily handle 10 foot seas.  However, we were aware that it would be a very rough ride and there was considerable risk of folks getting sick.  Not a fun experience aboard any boat.  

The captain decided to explain the situation to the commuters and let them decide if they wanted to go with us to Boston or if they would prefer to drive over to the Salem train station.  Of the 45 commuters all but 4 decided they wanted to set sail to Boston.  So, off we went…once we fastened down the coffee maker, popcorn machine, and checked all other gear on deck and in the engine rooms.  It was a ride the passengers will be talking about for some time.  Not only was it an interesting trip, it was a learning experience for me as the captain asked me to stay in the pilot house throughout the trip in order to keep watch with him. 

Today we are experiencing a number of storms in our nation.  You know all too well what they are.  And as a result many individuals and families are experiencing their own personal storms.  We all react differently in life’s crises, in the storms hat come into our lives.  Some of us try to run, others pray, some have hysterics, some give up in despair, others face the battle head-on. In the story of Paul from Acts we see an example of how one person of faith responded to a storm.  However bad your imagination lets you see their situation - it’s worse than that!  It’s a darker time than any of us ever wish to encounter - and in the middle of that kind of hopeless situation, the preacher/prisoner stands up among them and says: "Do Not Be Afraid!"

Now here is a man who is either completely bereft of his senses, or else he has the most fantastic faith you’ve ever seen. This is good news born of great confidence in God, or else the raving of a blithering idiot.  "Do Not Be Afraid!" - in this kind of situation?  If you are going to say something as bold as Do No Be Afraid in these circumstances, you’d better have something pretty good to back it up with.  

But first, what are Paul’s options?  What else could he have said?  No need telling them the boat is a "good old boat" and will surely stand the storm, they can already see it is taking a severe beating. No use telling them the captain is very skilled, a real "man of the sea" - they know that, but they know he’s as concerned as they are. No point in saying he just got the latest "weather report" and it’s going to be "clearing" tomorrow.  They only care about today.

No, that kind of optimism is no good. That which denies the obvious never helps anyone.  The easy mouthings of adages when we are in a storm or crisis doesn’t do much good.  Platitudes and pious sayings carry little weight in real trouble.  Telling someone "It will be all right; a hundred years from now you won’t know the difference" will likely result in them telling you they don’t plan to be around in 100 years so buzz off.  


If you are going to tell people not to be afraid and utter words of encouragement you must have sound reason for it - and Paul has!   He said: “ Be not afraid - for there stood by me this night the angel of God, whose I am and whom I serve, and he promised me not only my life, but the lives of all who sail with me, so be not afraid, for I believe God.”  How’s that for a ringing, confident faith? "I believe God!"  In ten foot seas he has a rock upon which to stand…his belief in God.  

This is what faith can do for us. It gives an unshakable confidence in God’s promise to always be with us when all seems to be falling apart before our very eyes.  No matter what comes, you know deep in your heart that God will never leave you.  Yet, while faith gives a strong confidence, it doesn’t sit around and wait for God to do for us what we can do for ourselves. You’ll recall that when God gave Peter the miraculous deliverance from prison by sending his Earthquake Angel, the angel opened the doors, opened the iron gate, the angel struck off his chains - but the angel told Peter he could put on his own cloak and sandals. God expects you to do what you can do.

Now this is the way faith in God always works. It believes absolutely in the divine help that God can and will give, but there is another side to the coin. There is also the PRACTICAL SIDE. God has given us many gifts to use and expects us to do so.  Having encouraged them with a "word from God," Paul then gives his fellow sailors some very sensible, practical advice.

He begins by telling them they must STAY WITH THE SHIP.  Some of the crew want to embark on their own, save themselves, forget what happens to the others. Paul reminds them they must stay together. Faith is always a uniting and cohesive force, never a divisive one.  And it is still true - in our families and even our church as we face some challenges.  It does no good to jump ship, to bail out when the going get’s tough.  You may well put yourself and others inn greater danger if you jump ship. God needs us all to hang in there for the sake of one another and the world.  So, don’t jump ship when the storms come.

Then Paul suggests to the sailors that they PAUSE, ASSESS, AND ACT PRUDENTLY by telling them to “let down your anchors and wait for daylight."  He said to the sailors, “Since it is dark, we can’t navigate by sun, moon, or stars; we may be drifting farther and farther from our destination, we may be nearing reefs and rocks - let’s be practical, sensible, put down our anchors and wait for the day. Maybe we’ll be able to see something and more advisedly assess our situation in the morning.” Common sense, isn’t it?  Rather than saying, “Don’t just stand there do something, Paul is saying, “Don’t just do something…sit there.”  Purposefully consider how to stabilize the situation rather than charging ahead into the storm.  

How many times have we found that things look differently in the morning.  When we are scared at night we find that in the light of the new day things look a bit different.  We might even see our way through the challenges that lie before us.  Part of our training on the ferry is learning to pause and assess a situation before reacting and possibly making thing worse.  If something goes wrong, don’t just do something for the sake of doing something.  Be sure to assess the situation, minimize any potential harm, determine an appropriate plan of action…and then take action.  Paul’s advise is still good. Take the time to consider what is the best cause of action and then seek to stabilize the situation.   

Then, Paul can’t get’s even more practical his next words of advice: FED THEM
"You’re going to need your strength - so get some food in you."  Sometimes feeling we can handle a crisis is as simple as having a good meal or getting a good night’s sleep.  Some of the time, when your faith is low, it may well be that your body is depleted as well…it needs food or rest.  Faith can get at it’s lowest ebb when the body needs physical attention. Let me cite a biblical example.

Remember the great prophet of God, Elijah, who called down fire from God to set the sacrifice afire?  His prayer was answered by God who sent fire upon the sacrifice that had been doused with twelve barrels of water! Elijah has such mighty faith in God to do such impossible things! And yet, after such ultimate triumph on Mt. Carmel, a few hours later when Queen Jezebel threatens his life, he runs a full day’s journey into the wilderness, falls down under a tree, feels very low and sorry for himself, and asks God to let him die! He didn’t really want to die - if he did he could have stayed where he was and Jezebel would have handled it for him easily.

How can a man of such remarkable faith fall into such despair? How can such a threat bother him in the face of the larger battles he has already won? What great, staggering, profound solution will God offer to his prophet?  God lets him sleep.
Lets him sleep and rest, and when he wakes up, what does  God do, feeds him ... some angel-food cake (Well, I’m sure it was angel-food cake, it was cake brought by an angel? Besides, I can’t in my wildest dreams, think it was devil’s-food cake, can you?)  And when the weary, hungry prophet is rested and fed, he is able to again hear the still small voice of God and to be the prophet of power that God had called him to be.  A practical move may not look so great always, but it may well be at times the wisest thing you can do in that moment.  One of the little pieces of advice I often give to people when they share the story of the storms they are facing it to say to them, “Be good to yourself.”  That means, among other things, taking time to be sure you eat and sleep.  Being good to yourself can help restore your faith.

And Paul encourages them to NEVER STOP DOING WHAT YOU CAN!
They are still working in the storm and decide to "lighten the ship" by throwing the wheat overboard. This action seems to say to us that we must always do what we can.  They knew that “It is better to light one small candle than to curse the darkness."  It’s that simple.  Do what you can even if it doesn’t make the storm subside.  

And lastly, after you’ve brought your faith into action, you’ve paused to assess the situation, after you’ve done what you can, Paul says that we should TRUST, TRUST GOD TO BE GOD.  This is true faith…trusting without proof.  The way of the unbeliever is “Seeing is believing.”  It is just the opposite for the believer, “Believing is seeing.”   This is where the balancing act comes in.  We need to do what we can do…don’t leave that to God…but then we must trust God with the rest…all that is out of our control.  Put it in God’s hands and trust that no matter the outcome, God will be with you.  As surely as the storms will come, God will be with you.  

So, whether it is on the Salem ferry or facing the storms of life, these words of advise of Paul can be a life-saver.  STAY WITH THE SHIP; PAUSE, ASSESS AND ACT PRUDENTLY; NEVER STOP DOING WHAT YOU CAN; AND TRUST IN GOD TO BE WITH YOU COME WHAT MAY.  

O, and one more thought…don’t wait for the storm.  Try living life by these lessons day in and day out.  The late Bishop Arthur James Moore said, “You don’t become a saint suddenly.  You become it each and every day of your life.”  So it is with facing the storms of life.  You get to practice and prepare for the storms each and every day of your life.  May it be so.  Amen!
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