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About a year after we were married, my Dad asks Pam and me, and our kids to come out west and join him and Mom, and my sister’s family on their boat for a two week cruise through the San Juan and Gulf Islands. Pam is all for it, but asks that we get our wills and medical directives drawn up first. Well, we needed to do that anyway, so I didn’t think anything about it. Only later did she admit to me that she was pretty sure we were going to die on that trip! Then I took her halibut fishing in the Gulf of Alaska, and she wanted to die. But that’s another story.
If you have spent time working or playing on the water, then you know. Things happen, and they can happen awfully fast. The ocean, with its waves and storms, its trackless expanse, is such a powerful metaphor for the way in which utter chaos can sometimes overwhelm our lives and leave us dazed, confused, hurting, and not knowing which way to turn. Think of how we describe that. We say the wind gets taken out of our sails because we are powerless. Or we say we are up the creek without a paddle, because we feel we have no control over our lives. We say that we’re lost at sea because one direction looks pretty much the same as any other. We are in the midst of a perfect storm, an unforeseeable combination of factors which make for inescapable and total destruction.
This, of course, is what is behind our Gospel story this morning. The disciples, trying to cross the Sea of Galilee suddenly find themselves in the midst of fierce winds and crashing waves. Their boat is beginning to swamp! Jesus is asleep (how can that be?!) so they wake him up, he stops the storm, and asks them, “Why are you afraid?”

What kind of question is that! We’re afraid because there is a storm that threatens to kill us. We’re afraid because you are asleep in the moment of our greatest need. We’re afraid because when we do call on you, you scare the whatsis out of us by doing something totally over the top. We’re afraid because there is so much to be afraid of out there and in here. So much we do not understand. So much we cannot control. So what do we do? What do we do in the face of that fear?   What do we do when we are sinking in the ocean?
Well, you stop fighting. When we are up against forces stronger than us, why fight? When we are in situations we are not equal to, why fight? “You come to me,” David says to Goliath, “with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts… that all this assembly may know that the Lord does not save by sword and spear; for the battle is the Lord’s.” Oh. The battle is the Lord’s. The fight isn’t even ours. That can be hard to accept because sometimes it doesn’t just feel that way, sometimes our backs really are up against the wall. And we fight because it seems that nobody else is fighting for us. That’s our fear talking. We say, “Why is God doing this to me?” That’s our fear talking. Because what we are promised is that God is fighting for us. What we are promised is that whatever battles we may find ourselves in, God has already claimed as God’s own battle. We can let go of them, because the battle belongs to the Lord.
There are all kinds of people facing a sea of troubles right now, and I talk with a fair number of them. What I am advocating is not simple surrender and passivity. No. We each have to do what we have to do. If you lose a job, you look for work. If you are behind on your bills, you talk to your creditors. We do what we can do. But we don’t try to do what we can’t do. We put that stuff, the scary stuff, in God’s hands.

How do we do that? I think Paul is trying to tell us that all we have to do is ask. Right here and right now God’s help is available to us. There is no obstacle that stands between us and God except the obstacles and barriers we build in our own hearts. Such obstacles are almost always reducible to fear, I do believe. Someone once said that anxiety is fear in the future, guilt and resentment are fear in the past, and anger is how we react to fear in the present. I know that such fear doesn’t go away overnight. But if there is anyone here today who wants to stop fighting battles he or she can’t possibly win I offer this prayer to be said every morning: Lord, today I give as much of myself as I can to as much of you as I understand.  It’s not a magic formula. You can’t e-mail it to ten friends and have a wish come true. It is simply giving voice to the life-long process of giving ourselves into God’s hands and growing in our knowledge and love of the Lord.  It is a gift God will always accept; and though it doesn’t seem to be asking anything, it is a prayer God will always answer.
How will the answer come? Well, Jesus woke up and said “Peace, be still.” Mark says he was speaking to the wind and the waves. But I wonder. I think that maybe he was speaking mostly to the disciples themselves. Either way, peace and quiet came. The point is that when we call upon the Lord, the Lord will answer as only the Lord can answer and will bring what only the Lord can bring – peace. Not the end of our striving, for we are called to strive for justice. Not the end of our work, for we are called to seek and serve Christ is all persons. Not the end of our mission, for we are called to be constant in our witness to the mercies of Jesus Christ. But the end of our pointless and fruitless struggles. The end of our fears which keep us from our work and mission. May the peace of the Lord be with us always.
