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Faith Invoked by Storm
J
esus’ disciples were definitely slow learners to the point that the whole of Mark’s Gospel is called “the Gospel of misunderstanding” culminating in Jesus dying on a cross, abandoned and betrayed by all his immediate followers.  This is also the theme underlying the gospel reading of the last two Sundays.   The two narratives bear striking structural similarity and in this juxtaposition, the evangelist Luke conveys precisely the same message, contra posing the slow learning disciples to the ever-present Jesus in their midst.  Both narratives introduce Jesus as the one who, having spent the night in dialogue with the Father comes down from the mountain and moves into a human reality of need, suffering, depravation and storms.  In each case, the intervention of Jesus in the life of those people ends in admiration, celebration and questions.  “Who is this who does such things?”
That is precisely the question that arises every time Jesus enters the ordinary daily life of his people, the fundamental question of faith.  The same question is addressed to us, as we hear the Word of God every Sunday.   How do we respond to the presence of God that we celebrate and proclaim privately and publicly at liturgy?  Undoubtedly we readily protest our faith in the God we have worshipped and imbibed at Eucharist.  But what kind of faith do we protest and what kind of God do we really believe in?  A wonder-worker, or an intellectual assent to an academic proposition?  A moral club identified as judge, jury and executioner? A strange and mysterious One who dispenses favours at our whimsical requests?   A compassionate One who will do anything to meet our needs and draw us into a deeper personal relationship?  Who is our God really and what does it mean to believe in this God?
One would think that after witnessing thousands of people fed on five loaves of bread and two fish, the disciples would readily and without hesitation embrace the conviction that God was in their midst through Jesus looking after them!  Unfortunately, that is not the case and on returning to the ordinary run of the mill of each day, they quickly forget or overlook that powerful life-giving presence.  And so, in the eye of the storm, swamped by winds and waves, gripped by fear and panic, the very presence of Jesus walking with them in the midst of the storm becomes a threatening ghost to be exorcised with a ritual of cries and gestures.  Jesus’ reproach for their panic and lack of faith seems rather harsh on someone who is struggling to keep alive while being swamped by waves and wind.  But the reproach of the master is not about their personal fears but about their lack of memory 
and faith.  Concerned with their struggles and the imminent danger, they neither remember what Jesus has just done for them and for thousands of hungry and lonely people, not do they notice the presence of Jesus in their midst, yes right in the middle of the storm.
T

he focus of the story is not so much the danger that befalls the disciples, but their lack of faith in his presence in the midst of the danger threatening them.  For us who hear the story again in our time and place, the key lies in our decision to accept in faith or to deny in fear the active presence of God in whatever circumstances we may find ourselves, especially in the most unwanted and most threatening moments of our personal and collective story.  At the same time, the calming of the storm is a call to remember and to recall those events in our own life story when everything seemed lost and death-dealing, and yet not only we survived through them but we actually grew as people and as believers.  Although Jesus seems to reproach his disciples for their lack of faith, his first words are of reassurance: “Courage! It is I! Do not be afraid.”  Our God is there whatever our life situation may be or wherever our journey will take us.
This is neither a denial nor a glorification of suffering and evil in and around us.  Christianity has sometimes been accused of making an apology of suffering and death, by upholding the distorted and dangerous view that good is bad and bad is good.  In the Christian understanding of reality, there is no justification of anything that is not life or is anti-life, and it is blasphemous to apportion blame and responsibility to God for human brokenness and cosmic upheavals.  When confronted with suffering and death, disasters and violence, the question of “where is God” becomes very pertinent and perfectly justified for the believer.   But our God is not the monstrous, vindictive puppet gifting people with life in order to enjoy seeing them floundering hopelessly in death-dealing despair.  The God Jesus came to reveal is the God who heals, feeds the hungry, journeys with the lonely, reassures the disheartened and reaches out to us all when our frailty comes to the fore and our faith wanes.
O

f course it is not easy to accept the presence of God when suffering is crushing out all our energy or cutting deep into our soul.  The cry of Peter is the cry of every person trapped by fear, anxiety, dangers and cosmic disasters, and all of us can readily sympathize with the fisherman of Bethsaida no stranger to storms over the lake and yet to the end doubts of Jesus’ presence and power to save him.  Sometime it seems easier to walk on water than to see and accept God’s presence in our life, and that simple “if” expresses clearly the human struggle of coming to faith and accepting God on God’s terms and where God is not expected to be.  Jesus catches Peter at his word and Peter does walk on water, but only as long as he can trust in this Jesus summoning him and standing beside him.  Failing that trust-filled faith, panic returns and the danger suddenly becomes too much to bear.  He starts floundering and sinking in fear and despair again.
 In the end it is only faith in this Jesus present in the storms of our life and calling us into apparent human impossibilities and to walk in trust through those storms that will enable us to survive the storm and to reach the safety of the shore and the peace of heart and mind – (yes even to walk on water!).  The only surety we have to hold on to is that God is caught up right there, in the darkness of the night, in the storms and upheavals of our life, in our fears and anxiety.  The God of Jesus can never be dissociated from the reality we live in, exciting or fearsome though it may, and he is there forever reaching out his arm to draw us not only to safety but to himself.  That is incarnation: total immersion of God in the human reality, struggles and all, so that this human reality may become totally God-energized and totally fulfilled in spite of all attempts or appearances to the contrary.

May we call on wisdom and faith to accept such a revelation, even if it may seem too good to be true!  Let us journey with confidence and trust, come what may our way, because God is there calling, sustaining and saving us at all costs.
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