8

Psalm 23, Luke 8:22-25

Help Me, Jesus!  I’m in a boat and I don’t know what to do!


There it is – the Sea of Galilee – that terrifying, raging, treacherous, body of water at the center of today’s Scripture lesson. (Show slide.) It actually looks rather pleasant, doesn’t it?  Not intimidating at all.  That’s how Galilee looked the day I kayaked around it, blue sky, calm waters on this lake that is only 8 miles wide and 13 miles long.  Luke tells us that Jesus had been busy, traveling, teaching and healing.  He needed some rest.  So he asked some of his disciples, several of them fishermen and very experienced sailors, to take him to the other side of the lake.  In the place of honor, on a seat placed in the stern of the boat (that’s the back remember) with a little cushion, Jesus promptly fell asleep. A sudden windstorm blows across the lake and these seasoned sailors panic.  Unlike Julie and Craig, and those fishermen, I have no idea how to sail.  So it would make sense to me if I had been in that boat, that I would panic…but these men who made their living in boats?  


It turns out that the waters of the Sea of Galilee can shift from calm to menacing and dangerous in an instant.  The fact that Galilee is 680 feet below sea level combined with the fact that to the west there are hills with valleys and gullies means that when cold winds sweep down from the west, the valleys and gullies act like gigantic funnels.  The wind becomes compressed in them and rushes down upon the lake with savage force and little warning.
  The calm of one moment is transformed into a raging storm the next. Novice or experienced sailors would be gravely concerned in the midst of a windstorm on the Sea of Galilee.  So the disciples woke Jesus up.  He calmed the storm and challenged the disciples to think about their faith.  


It’s an exciting yet simple story…that has a simple yet exciting message for us.  No matter how calm life may seem, clouds will gather, strong winds will blow, and storms will arrive.  BUT, Jesus Christ provides us with what we need to handle the storms of life.  Storms will come but they need not command our lives.  We can make choices, we can master the storms by choosing how to live, walk through, endure the storms.  This table is a perfect example of this.  Storms were swirling around him.  His life and ministry had so angered the political and religious authorities of his day that they plotted to kill him.  And in the end, Jesus was arrested, tortured, painfully executed on a cross.  But never did the storm master Jesus.  Through it all, Jesus chose how to walk through, live through the storm. He chose his words, his actions, his demeanor.  He remained master in the midst of the storm.  And one night he shared a meal with his disciples.  At that meal, Jesus didn’t complain about what was happening to him, didn’t whine and ask for sympathy.  Instead he gathered his disciples together to assure them that even in his absence, he would continue to provide them with all that they needed to endure trials and tribulations, to endure any future storms.  


So this morning we gather at this table and remember the meal that Jesus shared with his disciples and celebrate that Jesus provides us with what is needed not just to endure but to master the storms of life.  Jesus first gave the disciples bread, one of the most basic of foods, a food that can remind us that Jesus will give us strength, the stamina, to face life’s storms.  Each one of us will face a variety of storms throughout our lives, some shared, some our very own.  Jesus, with example and empowering spirit, will provide us the stamina to master any storm that blows our way.  


There’s a story about a mother who found her six-year old son just sobbing.  She asked him, “What’s the matter?”  He said, “I’ve just figured out how to tie my shoes.”  His mother replied, “Well, honey, that’s wonderful.  You’re growing up.  But why are you crying?”  “Because,” he said, “now I’ll have to do it every day for the rest of my life.”  At that moment, that was an overwhelming challenge, that little boy’s storm to face, to be responsible every day to tie his own shoes.  What responsibility do you have every day that blows at you like a storm – caring for someone who is sick, working through grief, being ethical at work?  Whatever storms you face daily, Jesus, by his example and empowering spirit will grant you the stamina to master life’s storms.  

There’s another story about a couple.  They were sitting in their living room when the man said to his wife, “Just so you know, I never want to live in a vegetative state, dependent on some machine and fluids from a bottle.  If that ever happens, just pull the plug.”  His wife got up, unplugged the television and threw out all of his beer.  Maybe the storm you face is lethargy, apathy, getting out of the habit of being active, patterns of behavior that aren’t helpful.  Jesus offers us, with his example and his empowering spirit, the stamina to face such storms and master them.    


Rev. Julie Pennington-Russell tells of a morning when she and her husband Tim were in the midst of the usual rush to get themselves and their two children showered, dressed, fed, and packed for a day of work or school.  On this particular morning their 7 year old daughter Lucy asked if she could light a candle to make breakfast more special.  Tim supervised the lighting of the candle and then went to check his email.  Soon their 11 year old son Taylor came running into the kitchen announcing that Lucy was on fire.  Sure enough Lucy had leaned too close to the candle and her hair had caught fire.  Smothering her daughter’s head with her bathrobe, Lucy’s hair was soon out but the terrible smell of scorched hair permeated the house.  Taylor and a friend who had been waiting for a ride to school were both physically sickened by the smell.  Rev. Pennington-Russell wrote, “So there I stood at 6:45 in the morning in my scorched bathrobe on that very messy floor, picking ash out of my daughter’s hair thinking to myself, ‘How did things go completely ballistic before 7 a.m.?’”
  The storm you face just may be the craziness and stress of life.  Life can be stressed and rushed, feel totally out of control.  Jesus offers us, with his example and his empowering the spirit, the stamina to endure and to go out and face the world’s storm faithfully every day. 

Share the Bread

After the bread, Jesus gave his disciples something to drink.  As the bread can remind us of being granted stamina to master life’s storm, the cup can serve to remind us of being granted a sense of calm in the midst of storms.  Numerous biblical scholars have commented that calming a windstorm on a lake is surely miraculous but even more impressive is that Jesus was able to calm the disciples themselves. Remaining calm in the midst of trials and tribulations is an unparalleled gift.  A cup which holds liquid as the water in a lake, this cup can serve to remind us that the cup of patience and calm need never run dry.  Jesus provides us with the peace, the faith, the calm to walk through any storm. 

This point has been illustrated for me in a very personal way.  During the past few months I have had three occasions when, late at night, my heart began to pound and race.  I felt like it was going to clamber out of my chest it was pounding so hard.  The first time it happened I went to see the doctor and learned that I was dehydrated.  I hadn’t been drinking enough water.  As soon as I did so, my heart became calm.  You would think I would have learned the lesson – but it happened two more times.  Each time my heart was calmed by drinking water.  In the midst of the storms of life, there is a cup of calm from which we can drink – the faith given us by the example and empowering spirit of Jesus Christ.  

In preparation for the visit from Rev. and Mrs. Duplessis from New Orleans, many of us have watched the NBC special entitled “Brian Williams:  In His Own Words.”  The special chronicles Williams’ experience of Hurricane Katrina, having weathered the storm in the Super Dome and several days after in the heart of New Orleans.  Williams expresses grave disappointment and concern for the fact that for so many days after the storm, the people trapped in New Orleans, primarily poor people and African Americans, were not provided with food and water, especially water so essential to supporting life.  He kept asking how this could be happening in America.  Where were the airdrops of food, of water?  When would help finally arrive?  And because there was no water, Williams said, human behavior was degraded.  As the young and old began to perish for lack of water, as conditions in the city deteriorated to pure filth, as the heat rose, and still there was no water…good people, human beings, lost their ability to cope.  This cup can remind us that in the midst of the storms of life, there is a cup of calm from which we can drink – the cup of faith given us by Jesus Christ.  

One of the commentaries on life in America these days is how disrespectful public discussions have become.  It has become more and more the norm to spout off, tell others off, go online and let loose a tirade, hiding behind an anonymous user name of course.  Arguing, disagreeing, standing up for what you believe – all of that is just so right and good…but have we lost the ability to care about the other person with whom we are arguing, about the relationship, about the fact that we are all beloved children of God?  Somehow, in the midst of the storms of disagreement, there needs to be the calm that our faith can provide. 


As Jesus faced his death, he gathered his disciples for a meal.  He didn’t yell at them, blame them, argue with them.  He fed them bread to grant them stamina, and the cup to assure them he would be with them always, in a new covenant, an eternal covenant of love.  He granted them serenity, a sense of calm in the midst of life’s storm.  


Share the Cup

British author Margaret Avery tells the story of a church school in a tiny village in the hill country.  The teacher had just taught the children the story of Jesus calming the storm when a blizzard struck. After class, the teacher had to drag the children through the tempest, pulling and gathering them together to keep them safe.  The little group was in very real danger.  In the midst of it all she heard a little boy whisper to himself, “We could do with that chap Jesus just now.”  In the midst of the storms of life, Jesus Christ can provide us with the bread of stamina and the cup of calm to face, to master any storm.
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