Pre:
God is calling us forward into the Next Generation. There will be many challenges as we go forward, many obstacles to overcome, perhaps even some dragons to slay. Certainly there will be some surprises. 
Long-time actress and comedienne Gracie Allen once received a small, live alligator as a gag gift. Not knowing what to do with it, Gracie placed it in the bathtub and then left for an appointment. When she returned home, she found this note from her maid: 'Dear Miss Allen: Sorry, but I have quit. I don't work in houses where there is an alligator. I'd a told you this when I took on, but I never thought it would come up. 


Lots of things come up that we don’t expect! To go forward, we need faith, more than anything else. Faith that God will lead us; faith that God will give us the strength, the courage, the insight and the resources to do what God has called us to do, in spite of the alligators. Our Bible passages will encourage us to face our fears so that we can walk confidently with God. 


The first passage is from the Old Testament Prophet Isaiah. Isaiah is speaking to the people of God who are in exile in Babylon.  I’m not sure how long they have been there, but it seems that it’s been long enough that some of them despair of ever getting back home. 


The second passage is an action story from the Gospel of Mark, with Jesus and his disciples on a night time sail across the sea of Galilee. 


Listen for God’s word to you. 

Fear Not!

Isaiah 43:1-3a, Mark 4:35-41


I had my first taste of real fear when I was four or five years old. It may not sound like much to you, but for me it was sheer terror. I was with my parents just walking around the yard. They were measuring the area that they wanted to fence off for a yard, mainly to define what part of the farm was for people and what part was for sheep. I wanted to be helpful so I asked them what I could do.  They asked me to stand in a particular spot and pretend to be a fencepost while they continued to measure off the yard. Pretty soon they went around the corner and disappeared from view. What they didn’t realize was that at my tender age, I didn’t know my way around the yard, and once they were out of sight, I was terrified. They were gone, and I had no idea whether they would come back. I didn’t dare move because they had told me to be a fencepost. After about an eternity, they did come back, not realizing that I would take my role as a fencepost so seriously, and not understanding why I was so upset. But I feared that I had been abandoned. 
The fear of abandonment is a core fear that many people have. And that is what our Bible passages are about.  

The exiles in Babylon were afraid that God had abandoned them.  This was very real to them, because in their way of looking at things, even though they believed that God created the world, they also believed that God lived in Jerusalem, so to speak. So, when they were carted off to Babylon, they felt that God was far away, too far away to help them. And they feared that God had abandoned them emotionally as well. God no longer cared. God would simply leave them there to rot. As the exile wore on, year after year, that fear seemed justified. Because no help came. 


So the words that Isaiah speaks are words of great comfort, reminding the people of who God is. Both creator and redeemer. The God who made them, still loves them.  This God is still with them even in the midst of the exile. I have called you by name, you are mine. I will be with you. There is no place too far away for God to reach.  And did you notice? In this passage, God speaks in the past tense. I have redeemed you. What you feared would never happen is already done. Do not fear.  Trust me. And God delivered on that promise. The exiles returned home. 

Now, fast forward to the sea of Galilee in the New Testament. Jesus has just finished a hard day’s teaching.  He has been using one of the disciples’ boats as a pulpit. And now, without any further preparation, they shove off into the big lake, and into the night, where Jesus falls fast asleep. 

I imagine that at the outset of this story, the disciples are quite calm and cool. They are expert fishermen and boaters. They know this territory. They have sailed and rowed their boats in this environment for many years. It’s ok that Jesus is asleep. They don’t need him. He’s a carpenter/rabbi, not a sailor. Let him be.  Until the storm comes up, that is. Now it’s all hands on deck.  Even the non-sailors can bail water. 


What do you think they expected Jesus to do in the storm? Certainly they did not expect him to do what he did! What he did terrified them even more! 

Listen again to what they said to him when they woke him up: Don’t you care? 

Don’t you care that we are perishing? 


They are terrified. Sudden storms happen all the time on the sea of Galilee. But this is not just your average sudden storm. This is the mother of all storms. Ferocious enough to swamp the boat and stump the best sailors among them. They are about to die, and the worst part is, Jesus doesn’t care! He doesn’t even wake up and worry. 

What the disciples are experiencing here is the same fear expressed by the exiles, the fear of abandonment. For the exiles, it was the fear that in the long years of exile, God had forgotten them. For the disciples, it was the fear that in the sudden crisis, Jesus didn’t care. 


And that’s the same fear of abandonment that you and I experience. 


Let me tell you a couple of more contemporary stories. One is about sailing. One is about flying. Those of you who have taken sailing lessons from Eric will get the sailing one right away. Eric’s favorite thing to do when a novice sailor is just getting the feel of the wind and how to manage the sails, is to go down below into the cabin for something. I’m convinced that he stays longer than necessary, on purpose, so that the new sailor has to be in charge of the boat. The person at the helm generally feels at least a moment of sheer terror, realizing that he or she is truly in charge of keeping the boat on course and has the responsibility of avoiding an accidental gybe. I know the first time that happened to me, I felt abandoned. And, by the way, I did do an accidental gybe, which I don’t recommend.  

The other story is about two pilots flying Northwest flight 188, from San Diego to Minneapolis-St. Paul with 144 passengers aboard. About 400 miles west of their destination, the pilots stopped responding to radio communications, and they overflew their target by 100 miles, apparently without realizing it. All the while, ground control was trying to reach them. Finally a flight attendant alerted them, and the plane turned around and landed in Minneapolis-St. Paul. Were they asleep in the cockpit? The official story says something about getting absorbed in their computers. Well.  Blogger Scott McCartney makes this comment: “This one isn’t about fatigue, it’s about complacency. In some ways, the latest update from the National Transportation Safety Board about Northwest Airlines Flight 188 from San Diego to Minneapolis confirms the worst fears: The pilots just plain weren’t paying a lick of attention to flying the airplane.”


And isn’t that really the greatest fear about God? That God just doesn’t really care? That God has gone off to do something else? Certainly if God cared, God would pay attention to where the plane is headed! God would not allow children to get cancer or the elderly to be attacked or the housing market to tank or storms to otherwise threaten our existence. When trouble comes, does that mean that God has abandoned you?


Or is the truth closer to what happens when Eric goes down into the cabin while a novice is sailing the boat? Even though it may not feel like things are under control, it will be ok, because the captain is still on board. And still paying attention. 
There was a business woman who had an appointment on Wall Street.  Her plane had landed 45 minutes late, so she somewhat despaired of making it on time, but she hailed a cab and told the driver that he would get a $20 tip if he would get her there on time.  Well, as luck would have it, he was a stereotypical New York cabbie, and the woman sat in the back seat clutching the door handle wondering if she would survive the trip. The cabbie sped through crowded highways, bridges and streets, weaving in and out of traffic. The woman watched as one pedestrian after another leapt aside to avoid being run down by her crazy driver. She looked ahead and saw a truck double parked on the narrow street they had taken as a short cut. Not only did the cabbie fail to slow down, he actually accelerated as he approached the truck and maneuvered the cab around it with an inch or two to spare. 


“Driver!” she screamed. “Are you crazy? Are you trying to get us both killed?”


Just then they pulled up in front of the address and the cabbie turned to her and said, “Relax, lady, just do what I do. Close your eyes.” Then he added, “That will be $35 plus $20. We’re three minutes early.” (internet)


Well, that’s one way to deal with fear, isn’t it? Close your eyes. 

But there’s a better way. The challenge is to turn from fear and embrace faith. But not faith in just any old thing (which is the close your eyes kind of faith). It’s faith in the God who created you, who formed you, who redeemed you, and who will be with you through every difficulty and every trial.  Through raging rivers, and fires, and storms at sea. 
Both of our scripture passages make it clear that trouble will come to the people of God. We would like it to be otherwise. We would like a life that looks more like a placid walk on the beach than the windswept, waterlogged and fiery pictures that we get from Isaiah and Mark.  Trouble will come, sometimes in waves that threaten to overwhelm you or swamp your boat. 

But you can face the trouble with your eyes wide open. You will make it through the sudden storms as well as the long, drawn out times of exile. 

Do not fear, God says. I have called you by name, you are mine. I will be with you. 
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