Sermon







Sunday 21st June, 2009 
Lessons

2 Corinthians 6: 1 – 13

St Mark 4: 35 – 41
Prayer of Illumination

Let us pray.

O LORD, be a mouth and wisdom to all who preach Your Word.   Give Your people the hearing ear, and the understanding heart; that they may know You to be the Way, and the Truth and the Life; O Jesus Christ our Lord.   Amen.

The Bible is a stumbling block to faith!   One scholar has said:


In the last half century, probably more Christians have left the church 


because of the Bible than for any other single reason.....Contemporary


biblical literalism – with its emphasis on biblical infallibility, 

historical factuality, and moral and doctrinal absolutes – is an obstacle


for millions of people.

The Bible is an obstacle, a stumbling block, to faith!   Let me give you some examples of biblical claims that people find difficult to understand:

The earth and whole universe was created in six days;


Adam and Eve were real people, and that ‘The Fall’ brought



death into the world;


God sent a worldwide flood that destroyed all life, except for



Noah, his family and reproductive pairs of animals




who were saved in the ark;


God ordered the slaughter of the Amalekites, men, women, 



children and infants;


God regulated slavery;


Men cannot lie with other men:  it is an abomination;


God cares whether we wear garments made of more than 



one kind of cloth;


God ordered the subordination of women; and,


Jesus is the only way to salvation, and people can only be saved



by believing that he paid the price of our sin with his death.

The Bible is written for grown-ups.   A Native American storyteller begins telling his tribe’s story of creation with these words:  ‘Now I don’t know if it happened this way or not, but I know this story is true.’   Best of all, I like the definition of myth offered by the German novelist, Thomas Mann.   Mann defined myth as ‘a story about the way things never were, but always are.’   Is a myth true?   Literally, it is not.   But is it true:  absolutely!   The Church worldwide has got itself into a terrible mess over the interpretation of Scripture but let listen to our Gospel story this morning.   It is very short; I want to read it again:



On the same day, when evening had come, He said to them,



‘Let us cross over to the other side.’   Now when they had 



left the multitude, they took Him along in the boat as He was.



And other little boats were also with Him.



And a great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the 



boat, so that it was already filling.   But He was in the stern,



asleep on a pillow.   And they woke Him and said to Him,



‘Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?’   Then



he arose and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace,



be still!’   And the wind ceased and there was great calm.



But He said to them, ‘Why are you so fearful?   How is it



that you have no faith?’

In this story, Jesus spoke directly to the wind and the waves.   He said to them, ‘Peace, be still!’   And then there was great calm.   Was Jesus like Superman?   Did he have supernatural powers that even the wind and the waves obeyed Him?   He was not Superman; he had no such powers.   Lectio Divina is an ancient Christian practice of studying the Bible.   It involves a repetitive reading of a passage of Scripture, taking each word or phrase at a time, meditating upon every nuance and separating each meditation with silence.   Luther and Calvin recommended similar methods of study.   Scripture is to be inwardly digested; it is food to chew over; a chance to taste the flavour.   Handled correctly, the written Word is a sacrament, a means of grace.   
In the first line of this Gospel story, we are told that ‘evening had come.’   Darkness was all around:  what does that signify?   If we avoid a literal reading of Scripture, then what is the author saying, ‘Evening had come’?      Darkness has several uses in the Bible.   Sometimes it is a symbol of ignorance:  in the Book of Isaiah we read, ‘The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.’   Darkness can also be a symbol of misery and adversity:  the psalmist wrote, ‘Those who sat in darkness and in the shadow of death, bound in affliction and irons....cried to the LORD in their trouble.’   And darkness, thick darkness, is the place where God dwells.   On Mount Sinai, Moses ‘drew near the thick darkness where God was.’   Let us not be fooled into thinking that the story of Jesus calming the wind and the waves has anything to do with His supernatural and truly unbelievable powers.   The author begins his story with ‘Evening had come.’   Already then we know that the story may be about human ignorance, human misery and adversity, the dwelling place of God or, perhaps, a blending of all three.   

As the boat was crossing the water, a windstorm arose and the waves beat into the boat.   In the Old Testament, the sea and storms were associated with evil and chaos.   Regularly, they brought death and suffering to families in villages and cities throughout the known world.   The most famous biblical story of all concerning the power of the sea is that of Moses leading the Hebrew slaves to freedom.   Moses stretched out his hand over the sea and the LORD made the sea go back.   The slaves walked on dry ground to freedom while the Egyptians were drowned.   In this New Testament story of Jesus in the boat caught in the middle of a storm, we hear echoes of the Old Testament story of the crossing of the Red Sea.   Those who first heard the New Testament story will have had the Old Testament story in mind.

This is faith narrative at its best and with each new phase of the story there is no let up in the new details, new symbols and new theological insights.   Jesus is asleep in the boat.   The disciples rouse Him with the words, ‘Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?’   It is an odd line or so it seems.   How could one possibly sleep soundly in a boat – and we’re not talking about the QE2:  how could anyone sleep in such a small boat with the noise of the wind, the crashing waves, and the fisherman, the disciples, shouting to each other?   Only if we take this story literally does it become an odd line.   In the Old Testament, in the Book of Isaiah, the prophet calls to God to save His people.   The prophet addresses God:



Awake, awake, put on strength,



O arm of the LORD!



Awake as in the ancient days,



In the generation of old......



Are you not the One who dried up the sea



The waters of the great deep;



That made the depths of the sea a road



For the redeemed to cross over?

The author of the Gospel of St Mark wants us to understand that Yahweh, the LORD of the Old Testament, is to be found in Jesus of Nazareth.   The prophet of the Old Testament was addressing Yahweh; the disciples in the boat were addressing Jesus.   The author of the Gospel of Mark begins with the words, ‘In the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’   The disciples of Jesus passionately believed that God, Yahweh, the Creator of the universe, was strangely, unbelievably and uniquely to be found and heard in Jesus; and the author of the Gospel wants us to hear that.   
Then Jesus said, ‘Peace, be still!’   And the wind ceased and there was great calm.   The disciples had been fearful.   Jesus faces them and asks directly, ‘Why are you so fearful?   How is it that you have no faith?’   Here we have arrived at the point to which the author has been drawing us:  God in Jesus has overcome the powers of darkness and chaos.   God is stronger than misery and adversity and God in Jesus is present in the darkest periods and moments of our lives.   Jesus asks, ‘Have you no faith?’   The faith of the Church is not based on emotion or how we feel at any given moment during any period of hardship in our lives.   Faith stands on the conviction that God is in the midst of every darkness, every storm, every moment of chaos and fear and suffering that we and humanity can experience.   When Mahatma Gandhi died, he had just one picture in his room, of the risen Christ, and under it the quotation:  ‘He is our peace.’   
Do not misunderstand me:  in the meditative reading of Scripture and prayer you are unlikely to hear a voice from heaven giving you the answer you are seeking.   The assurance of faith is that, in the end, you will not be overcome, that God’s love is stronger than every misery and adversity, stronger even than death.   Kathryn Greene-McCreight is a woman whose personal darkness and suffering is bipolar disorder.   She quotes from St Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians:


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father



of mercies and the God of all consolation, who consoles us in all



our affliction, so that we may be able to console those who are in



any affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are 



consoled by God.

Kathryn comments, ‘This reminds me of God’s comfort, of God’s tender care, without which I am lost, adrift in my illness.’   It is a great sadness to me that so often these days in public worship little or no reference is made to the thinking and writing of the saints of the Church.   The saints are amongst the greatest human beings that have ever walked the earth.   Kathryn quotes a prayer of William Wilberforce, a call to waken Christ in his life:


O Lord, reassure me with your quickening Spirit; without you I can do


nothing.   Mortify in me all ambition, vanity, vainglory, worldliness, 


pride, selfishness and resistance to God, and fill me with love, peace,

and all the fruits of the Spirit.   O Lord, I know not what I am, but to


you I flee for refuge.   I would surrender myself to you, trusting your


precious promises and against hope believing in hope.   You are the 


same yesterday, today and for ever; and therefore, waiting on the Lord,


I trust I shall at length renew my strength.   

In the passage we heard read this morning, St Paul wrote of holding his faith, asserting his conviction, of God’s presence and consolation in the many trials, hardships and distress he had experienced in his life.   Let me close with another prayer; this time from St Augustine, arguably the most important theologian after St Paul.   Augustine prayed:

Blessed are all thy saints, O God and King, who have travelled over the


tempestuous sea of this mortal life, and have made the harbour of peace 


and felicity.   Watch over us who are still in our dangerous voyage; and


remember those who lie exposed to the rough storms of trouble and


temptation.   Frail is our vessel, and the ocean is wide; but as in thy mercy


thou hast set our course, so steer the vessel of our life toward the


everlasting shore of peace, and bring us at last to the quiet haven of our


heart’s desire, where thou, O God, art blessed, and livest and reignest


for ever and ever.

We could have no better prayer and, remember, the Bible is full of stories about the way things never were, but always are.   
Amen.
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