Sermon – Luke 8: February 7th
If there is one thing that mankind has learned over the course of recorded history it is that nature cannot be tamed or controlled. That hasn’t stopped us trying of course. Rivers have been dammed to provide power and irrigation, turbines harness the power of the wind, we build sea defences to fend off rising tides, construct so-called unsinkable ships and earthquake proof houses. But however sophisticated our technology, however well designed and sturdy these things are, nature can and does sweep them aside when the storm rises. It has been estimated that a mid range hurricane releases 1 trillion, 500 Billion watts of energy, or the equivalent of a 10 megaton nuclear bomb detonating every 20 minutes.
We have all seen the damage to New Orleans from Hurricane Katrina, the devastation caused by the Asian Tsunami in 2004, and the recent tragic events in Haiti following another category 7 earthquake. Even in our relatively benign climate in the UK, there are a number of deaths every year caused by people being caught in exposed conditions on fells and mountains when the weather suddenly changes.
Occasionally all of us have to face the dangers of the world around us, and it can be very scary indeed. I can remember flying back into Heathrow airport with my family. The pilot had to descend during a thunderstorm, the plane was being thrown around all over the place, lightening was flashing around us, interior lights flickering on and off. That was scary. We were so relieved when we finally touched down.Then there was the time I was stuck way up in a swaying cable car when the ride suddenly shut down due to excessive wind speed. I don’t like heights at the best of times and that experience is still seared on my memory.
In our gospel reading today we find Jesus and the disciples 
caught up in a dangerous and unexpected storm on the lake of Galilee. Two years ago I was fortunate enough to join other theological students on a trip to Israel, and we stayed for a while in a hotel in Tiberius, on the shore of that lake. It was a beautiful spot, but even in the short time we were there it was clear how changeable conditions could be out on the water, and it was amazing how a calm and tranquil surface could be transformed into rough and windswept surf in less than 20 minutes. It’s caused by cool air from the uplands sweeping down into the subtropical environment of the low-lying lake. 

But it is completely unpredictable, and can catch anyone out, even the experienced fishermen in that boat with Jesus.The type of boat they would have been in was wide and shallow, without a keel, and very vulnerable to this sudden and vicious storm. The experienced fishermen would know that they now faced real danger 3 or 4 miles out from shore, and they were afraid. A natural reaction. Maybe they shouldn’t have been given who was with them in the boat. But Jesus followers had not really grasped who their master really was yet. 
Jesus meanwhile was asleep, exhausted, and if there is one thing I have learnt about pastoral care during my short time in this job it is how utterly draining it can be. But what Alan or I have to deal with is nothing compared to the torrent of people who flocked to Jesus for healing or deliverance or other miracles. And from time to time Jesus needed to take time out, to rest and recuperate, and here in the gently rocking boat crossing the lake he had fallen into a deep sleep. Even the storm hadn’t woken him. Here in his exhaustion we see the evidence of Jesus humanity. 
There is something very soothing about being on a boat in calm water, mind you some people can sleep anywhere, even on these uncomfortable pews! So I’ll try not to go on too long.

So Jesus is asleep. But the frantic disciples wake him. They were sure that they were in imminent danger. He was their last hope, in their panic they turned to him for help, in the version of this story in Marks gospel they even accuse him – ‘don’t you care if we all die?’. I wonder what the disciples expected Jesus to do? Because when he does act they are completely stunned. Luke tells us that he rebukes the wind and the waves. The word translated "rebuked" is Greek epitimao, "rebuke, reprove, censure."The same word is used elsewhere in the gospels when Jesus silences demons, when he casts out unclean spirits, and when he commands a fever to cease. Some commentators suggest that the storm itself was brought about by the powers of evil in an attempt to dispose of Jesus before his work of salvation could be completed, and so Jesus is rebuking not nature directly, but these evil forces who were at work behind the scenes.

Wherever Jesus attention was focused, the effect was immediate and absolute. The storm disappears and the water is calm again. Straight away, as if the storm had never been. There is no suggestion that it dies down over a period of time, in a natural way. This is divine authority complete and irresistable. Jesus speaks, and it is done. Having seen Jesus as man in his exhaustion, this is Jesus as God, the Word by whom all things were created and have their being. Jesus understands and commands reality and nothing can resist him.
And then it seems that Jesus is quite harsh with the disciples – where is your faith? he asks. Perhaps if they had understood who Jesus was and trusted in him, their fear would not have overwhelmed them and they would not have needed to wake him up to rescue them. Jesus had told them they were going to the other side of the lake, and storm or no storm, if Jesus had decreed it, they could be sure they would make it. Perhaps the disciples had been tested and found wanting. 
But now they had seen Jesus do something that no ordinary human being could have accomplished. Here there are echoes of the story of the Exodus, when God tears apart the waters of the Red Sea to rescue his people from the Egyptians. Here is that same absolute control of the elements.
It was obvious that Jesus was far more than they had so far appreciated. That realisation led them to a new fear, and the Greek word used in Marks version of this story emphasises that their fear of Jesus was now even greater than their fear of the storm. Maybe it was a lesson they needed to learn, and may be we need to be reminded of it too from time to time. Jesus is far more than a mate or a comfortable cosy shoulder to lean on. He commands every element in creation, his power is inconceivable, and the fear of the Lord is not something that we should lose sight of.
We are all on a journey through this life, and no-one can say what that journey will bring. Its not always smooth sailing, there are times when the storm closes in, when any one of us can face darkness and despair. And our lives can change out of the blue, it might be illness, or redundancy, or bereavement, or a broken relationship, or one of many other things. It could be because of us, or because of someone else, or even something that seems to have no cause or reason. 
Even as Christians, even with Jesus in the boat with us, there will still be storms that we need to face. But sometimes being in the middle of a storm is where God wants us to be. There may be things we need to learn, we may have to be reminded of our need of him, and his faithfulness. Ironically enough even in the middle of the lake in a ferocious storm, and despite their fear, the disciples were in the safest place they could be, because they were with Jesus. They had encountered the storm, not because they had disobeyed him, but because they were doing as he asked to cross the lake to the other side.
It is often the most testing times that teach us the most about God and what our faith really means to us. 
The time I spent in hospital after being diagnosed with cancer was the time that taught me most about the power of prayer and the practical reality of Gods love. I don’t know who wrote it, but I came across this quote when preparing this sermon – ‘Faith must be tested before it can be trusted’. 
1 Peter chapter 1 talks about our faith needing to be refined and proved genuine. James 1 also speaks about the testing of faith bringing us to maturity.
Storms come and go. Sometimes life is good, sometimes its hard, but many of us will be able to look back to times of crisis in our lives and recognise that Jesus was with us, that God was at work through that difficult situation, and that our faith and relationship with God has been strengthened as a result. It is possible to make a decision to become a follower of Jesus purely out of an intellectual rationale. But that commitment needs to move from our mind to our heart, and perhaps it is in the difficult times, the storms of life that we all have to face, which enable that transition to take place, that rooting of our faith in the deepest parts of our being.
But sometimes it takes us a long time to understand that God is at work in difficult situations and that we need to trust him. Perhaps we are tempted to work our way out of a difficult situation ourselves, after all we are capable people, we believe that we can cope, find a way to deal with whatever crisis we are facing using our own resources. But sometimes our resources just aren’t enough, and if God is working to increase or mature our faith then trying to resolve it ourselves just isn’t going to work.
Maybe we are tempted to ride it out. To hang on in there, and wait until it all blows over. Just try to survive until the skies brighten again. 
But maybe God doesn’t want that – maybe he wants us to understand that he is in the boat with us, that there is no need to huddle in a corner hoping for calmer seas. He just wants us to reach out to him, to rediscover his power and his purpose for us, which can utterly transform any situation. Our God is a God who not only cares but acts. He has not set this Universe in motion and then abandoned it to its own devices. Jesus came to live with us, to experience all that it is to be human, and to demonstrate Gods practical care for each and every one of us.
The presence or absence of the disciples faith was revealed when they faced this time of crisis. Where is our faith in the storms of life? Perhaps it is in the difficult times that the true nature of our faith is revealed. Where do we turn? What do we do? Rely on ourselves, try to ride it out, or ask our Lord for his help and guidance. Jesus wants us to put or trust in him, the one who can take us safely through the storm, not around it, or away from it, but through it to a place of renewed faith, of greater understanding of our relationship with him.
The Living Bible translates 1 Peter 5 verse 7 in this way:
‘Let him have all your worries and cares, for he is always thinking of you and watching over everything that concerns you.’

Lets Pray:

Lord Jesus thank you that whatever we face in life you are there with us. Thank you for the ways we have experienced you at work in the bad times as well as the good. Mature and deepen our faith we pray, in whatever we face, so that we may come to a fresh understanding of your love, your power and your purposes for each one of us.
Amen.
