
Ordinary #12B (Mark 4:35-41)

Being fearful in a storm at sea is not exactly irrational like
pogonophobia (fear of beards).
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stormy sea

Recently I was talking with a colleague about the nature of God and how sometimes we lean too exclusively
toward the transcendence of God—God is mighty and distant and all powerful, concerned only with judging us.
Then at times we lean a bit too much on the immanence of God, believing that God is present in a personal
way—God is your buddy and life coach and hooks you up with sweet parking spaces. This caused my friend to
say that sometimes it seems that if God walked into the room, the question would no longer be whether anyone
would recognize God. The question would be whether anyone would stand up.

We have perhaps made God so personal that we no longer touch the mystery and mastery of God’s holiness,
instead making God an eccentric, benevolent, wealthy uncle of some sort. But if we think God is so removed and
unknowable and arbitrary and disengaged, we miss the reality of how God reveals God’s self in the absolutely
ordinary.

Today’s Gospel text seems to point to the fact that God is immanent: God is actually in the boat and in the storm.
But that God is also transcendent. God commands the wind and waves and they stop. All of that might have
something to say about how we see meaning in the storms of our own lives.

Being fearful while in a storm at sea is not exactly an irrational fear like pogonophobia (fear of beards). If the
disciples have awakened Jesus from his slumber out of a mortal fear of their own beards, then we would be
having a different conversation.

This is why the “Jesus asleep in the boat” story has always seemed a bit unfair to me. If I were in some rickety
first-century boat in the middle of a terrifying storm, with water rising around my feet, everyone panicking
around me and Jesus in the front of boat taking a nap on a pillow, I’d be a little irritated. You can’t really blame
the disciples on this one. You can’t blame them that they thought, “Jesus, why don’t you care that we are, you
know, dying here?”

If they were freaking out it was not due to neuroses or an anxiety disorder: their boat was about to sink. As
human beings we are wired for certain responses when our lives are in danger. Adrenalin is released in our
brains, our heart rate increases, our pupils dilate and we become hyperaware of what’s happening around us. Yet
although we don’t exactly choose to react like this, Jesus rebukes the wind and waves, then turns to his disciples
and says, “Where is your faith?” It feels like an accusation.

Is he really saying that if we have enough faith we can somehow transcend our animal brain chemistry? Maybe
when Jesus asked, “Where is your faith?” he said it not as accusation but as invitation—not a rhetorical question
but an invitation to reflect on where God is in the midst of storms. Is God immanent or transcendent? Maybe he
was inviting the disciples to reflect on what it means to be alive on the other side of a situation they thought
would kill them. For us, that situation might be a divorce, an illness, the death of a parent or even a child, the
loss of a job, depression or middle school. It can feel as if it’s going to kill us.
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Maybe, if we survive the situation, we are being encouraged to ask questions. Where was my faith? Where was
God? What did I fear?

I wonder if “Where is your faith?” is an invitation to reflect on what it means to be God’s people—especially
when being God’s people doesn’t give us special dispensation for an easier, storm-free life. Both New Age and
prosperity gospel thinking would have us believe that if we just have enough faith—or think positively
enough—we will draw only good things to us. But life doesn’t work like that. Bad things happen to all people.
To think that storms happen because we didn’t think enough positive thoughts or practice the right kind of
religion is just spiritual narcissism. Faith and/or positive thinking are not some kind of shamanistic formula for a
storm-free life. But faith is a way to find meaning.

So here’s the thing: I have a goal. You know how you’ll be in a personal storm and you think, “I’m perishing
here, God,” but when you look back on it six months later you are still alive and the world didn’t end? One day I
want to get to the point where I can trust God in the moment and not just in retrospect months or even years
later.


