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I have been fortunate to have spent a day at the side of the Sea of Galilee, and quite lovely it was too. It is a place of much natural beauty, and of course there is also the memory of the many events in the Gospels that are associated with Galilee– by its shores Jesus recruited his first disciples, gave the Sermon on the Mount, and fed the five thousand. Galilee in many ways functions as the backdrop for the first part of Jesus’ ministry, as does Jerusalem for the final events of his life. When I was there I do remember thinking about the events in today’s Gospel, when the disciples, whilst crossing Galilee, are caught in a great storm, and appear to be so anxious that they fear for their very lives. But I also remember thinking how incongruous that story seemed, as I was looking out across the then calm and peaceful waters. Galilee, at 13 miles long and 8 miles wide, is not terribly big–more a lake than a sea, really–and it seems rather too small to experience a storm as strong as the one we have just heard about. But since my trip there I have read a bit about Galilee, and apparently it is the case that because of its particular geography—a low-lying area surrounded by hills—the sea is prone to sudden and sometimes violent storms. I think we can assume that Peter, James, John, and Andrew, as local fishermen, were intimately familiar with Galilee’s sometimes-unpredictable weather and occasional violent storms, and knew how to handle them. That we hear they panic and wake Jesus up shows that this particular storm was extraordinarily severe.

The disciples were clearly pushed to their limit. In spite of all their skill, they were sinking. In desperation, they wake Jesus, not simply to warn him that his own life is in danger, but because they realize they have nowhere else to turn. “Don’t you care that we’re drowning?” they said to him, and that wasn’t so much a question as a desperate cry for help, and also probably fear-driven anger. ‘For God’s sake, do something’. It was at Jesus’ request that they had undertaken this fateful boat journey. He was responsible for the plight they were in. And so they called out to their master in anguish. Quite what they expected him to actually do, I am not sure. Perhaps they didn’t themselves know. But clearly what happened next wasn’t it, as their amazement at his actions reveals. Jesus rebukes the wind and says to the sea, ‘Peace, be still’, and it was. And the disciples are stunned, and can only say to each other, “Who then is this, that even the wind and sea obey him?’ Jesus has not just removed them from a life-threatening situation and brought them to a place of safety, he has also brought them to a new place of understanding, even if they cannot yet fully comprehend the circumstances of what has happened.

Well, I think the meaning of this parable is clear enough isn’t it? Trust God, and he will not let us down. There are, though, a few subtleties to the story, the sea itself being one of them. Throughout the Old Testament the sea symbolizes the abode of chaos. Repeatedly in the psalms God is praised as the One who ‘divided the sea by your might’ and ‘broke the heads of the dragons in the waters’. God’s power at the time of the exodus from Egypt is described as a rebuke of the sea and a control of the waters. So when Jesus calms the storm in today’s Gospel, we are meant to understand that what he does is not just a brute demonstration of his power over nature, but also a symbolic act of redemption, where the chaotic forces of danger, destruction and fear are overcome, and Jesus’ people are saved. That is why the word ‘rebuked’ is used of what Jesus does to the storm, instead of the word ‘calmed’ or ‘pacified’ or something else more normal. The sea is like a demonic force, and there is a profoundly spiritual symbolism to this event. Jesus saves us from that which seeks to overwhelm us and do us in.

Perhaps a second subtlety to the story is Jesus’ sleep itself. His own trust in God brings remarkable peace, even in the face of the storm, and contrasts dramatically with the panic of the disciples at the chaos of the sea. Trusting God can give us a peace in life, beyond that which is perhaps natural to us. But it is interesting, isn’t it, that for Jesus there is a counterpart to his story, later on in the Garden of Gethsemane? If in the boat on the Sea of Galilee Jesus sleeps while the disciples fret, in Gethsemane, when Jesus struggles to come to terms with his forthcoming crucifixion, the situation is reversed, and Jesus frets whilst the disciples sleep. There is a time for fretting and a time for sleep. Maybe we should take it that being Christ-like does not always mean being calmly detached and ‘centred’. It is not as simple at that.

This story is, as I said a few moments ago, all about faith and trusting God. And which of us, if we are honest, does not feel ourselves searched-out by Jesus’ criticism of the disciples–gentle though that is: “Why are you afraid. Have you still no faith”. We do need to keep hearing that question, and thinking about our answer to it. 
I do know that I find myself increasingly dissatisfied, and even irritated, by the overly simplistic and sometimes glib accounts Christians can give about how God has answered their prayers. You know the sort of thing: they are in a terrible situation, and they pray and hand it over to God, and just in the nick of time, something dramatic happens, and disaster is averted. Perhaps I am exaggerating a bit and caricaturing unfairly, but sometimes Christians do give the impression that the mechanisms of God’s action and involvement in the world are that crude and simple. And yet at a profounder level I have had experiences that have shown me that a simple trust in God and in his goodness and love, can lead to a calmness and an acceptance that things will be well, amidst the storms that sometimes come our way in life. To give you an example I had a very difficult final year at University – I lost my Father at the start of it, and Final examinations, by their nature, are pretty stressful things. But quite close to the examinations, amidst all the hard work and late nights revising, I did start getting a sense and reassurance that all would be ok, whatever happened, and that ultimately fear was not going to get the better of me. It wasn’t a sense that God was going to guarantee me the grade or result I thought I should have got, but rather that whatever did transpire it was going to be OK, and that the future would be a hopeful one. I just had to try my best, trust, and be accepting of what was ultimately to happen. Interestingly I look back on those few months very positively, even though at the time it was in many ways a very difficult period. The problem, of course, is that as creatures we are very forgetful, and do not usually allow experiences like the one I have described to continue to influence and affect our lives in the way they should. That is one reason why hearing again the stories of Jesus’ miracles, like the calming of the storm, is so important.
I hope to visit the Sea of Galilee again sometime, and I suggest you might like to too, if the chance ever comes your way. If you do go there, think about the disciples’ experiences on those waters, and what Jesus reveals about who he is and what he means, by the miracle over the waters and the wind he performs there.
