“Peace”
Mark 4:35-41

Imagine this scene. A child awakes in the middle of the night and cries out in fear. Maybe the child had a nightmare. Maybe the child is afraid of the dark, afraid of the unknown. A mother rushes down the hall, into the child’s bedroom, scoops the little one into her arms, and sits in a rocking chair. She wipes the sweat off her child’s forehead, caresses the child, and rocks the child gently. And then the mother whispers what thousand of mothers have whispered since the beginning of time, “Hush now, there’s nothing to be afraid of.”
Now, these are good words for a mother to say to her child, appropriate words in this situation, words a child needs to hear. Children need a sense of security. But I want to ask you a question. In the bigger picture of life, is this mother telling the whole truth? Is there really nothing to be afraid of?

Our scripture reading this morning has all the makings of a great story. First, there is the setting of the scene. The story begins by saying, “On that same day…” Well, earlier that day, Jesus was teaching a crowd of people about the Kingdom of God, and as is often the case in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus was teaching by telling a story, a parable about the Kingdom of God—that God’s reign and God’s rule over this world is breaking in all around us.
Later in the day, when Jesus was alone with his disciples, they were asking Jesus about the parables. And Jesus said, “To you (to my disciples) has been given the secret of the Kingdom of God, but for those outside, everything comes in parables.” So, in our story this morning, when evening came and they got in a boat to go across the sea to the other side, the story says that they left the “crowd” behind.” So, it is only Jesus’ disciples who are with him, those to whom the secret of the Kingdom has been given, those who should know that God’s reign and rule is breaking in all around us.
Now it’s also important to understand that several of Jesus’ disciples were professional fishermen. They were capable, knowledgeable, well-seasoned sailors. And the story also says there were other boats that were with them. Safety in numbers, I suppose. Anyway, that’s the situation as the story begins.

But like any good story, there needs to be a complication, a problem that develops that begs resolution. The plot needs to thicken. “A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat against the boat so that the boat was already being swamped.” Everybody knows the Boy Scout motto: “Be prepared.” And the disciples certainly were prepared. They had well-seasoned sailors on board and extra boats for any emergency, but there are some problems in life where no amount of preparation is sufficient.
That’s why I think we can all relate to the fear of the disciples. We too are often afraid of the “wind and waves” that assail our fragile vessels—our families, our church, our city, and our nation. And in our personal lives, we fear disapproval, rejection, failure, meaninglessness, illness, and of course, we fear death. I think we can all relate to the fear of the disciples, and I think we can all relate to the question: Where is God in the middle of my storm? Where are you God, are you asleep on the job? That’s what the disciples are wondering when they wake Jesus up and complain, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”
And then comes the resolution. The story says that Jesus rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still.” And it’s hard for us to appreciate the magnitude of those words. For to truly appreciate what is going on here, you need to go back to the very beginning of the story, not this story, the story. “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters,” the very first words of the Biblical story.
The ancient worldview of creation assumed that the waters of chaos preexisted, even before God’s act of creation. It was the word of God that brought light into the darkness, and it was the word of God that controlled and brought order to the waters of chaos and separated the waters, bringing forth dry land. Here’s the point. According to the Biblical story, only God who has power over the sea. Get it? With only his words, Jesus says, “Peace! Be still.” And the wind ceases. And the waters of chaos become completely calm.

And pay close attention to Jesus’ words to his disciples. Jesus doesn’t say, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Humanly speaking a raging storm at sea certainly is a clear and present danger. What Jesus says is “Why are you afraid?” or “Why are you so afraid?” The point being: “Have you still no faith?”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of” is very different from saying, “Nevertheless do not be afraid.” The hard truth is that fearsome things are very real: isolation, pain, illness, meaninglessness, rejection, losing one’s job, money problems, failure, and death. But as we grow in faith, we come to understand that even though such fearsome things are very real, they do not have the last word. They do not have ultimate power over us, because reigning and ruling over this world of fearsome things is a God who is stronger.
Time and again in Scripture the word is, “Do not be afraid.” Some people would say this is the first and the last word of the gospel story. It is the word the angels speak to terrified shepherds and the word spoken when the women arrive at the tomb and discover it empty: “Do not be afraid.” Not because there are no fearsome things on the sea of our day, not because there are no storms, fierce winds, nor waves in our lives, but rather in the midst of our storm God is with us, reigning over our lives, and ruling God’s kingdom.
Instead of saying, “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” the whole truth would be for the mother comforting her child to say, “Don’t be afraid; mommy’s here.” Every child eventually figures out that some things that frighten us are very real, while others are not. But there is a deeper truth that only faith in the God who raised Jesus from the grave can teach us, and that is that even though there are real and fearsome things in this life, they need not paralyze us. They need not own us, because we are not alone in the boat.
There’s a scene near the end of John Bunyan’s classic allegorical novel The Pilgrim’s Progress. The main character in the story is named Christian. And Christian is an archetype of a person struggling to lead a life of faith. In the scene, Christian is nearing the end of his symbolic journey. And this journey requires him to cross a great and fearsome river. He is desperately afraid. Together with his friend, named Hopeful, they wade into the waters with great trepidation.
Christian cries out, “I sink in deep Waters; the Billows go over my head, all His waves go over me.”
Hopeful replies with what may be among the most grace-filled words in all of literature; “Be of good cheer, my Brother, I feel the bottom, and it is good…”
Let us Pray:

Thank you, God, for revealing to us the secrets of your Kingdom. Thank you for revealing to us the answer to the question, “Who is this that even the wind and the sea obey him?” Thank you for revealing to us the identity of your son, Jesus Christ, our Lord and our God. May we live our lives forever in the peaceful assurance that he is with us always, reigning and ruling as Christ the King of all creation. Amen.
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