Pre:

The title of my sermon is Keep Climbing: Leaving Comfort Behind. This title is borrowed from our Tuesday night Bible study which is the background for my February sermons. The video portion of the Bible study is about mountain climbing (hence the title “keep climbing”), but our Bible story is about going out on a boat with Jesus. The theme of both is the same: to encourage the followers of Jesus to trust Jesus in the midst of whatever difficulty or trial comes along. 


So, remember last week we stood by the Sea of Galilee along with Peter and Andrew, James and John? And we saw them leave their nets behind and begin their adventure as disciples of Jesus. Today we are back at the Sea of Galilee, with the full complement of the disciples. They have already left their nets, but today they will leave comfort behind as well. It is still early in their relationship with Jesus, but they have already experienced a great deal. Jesus has done miracles in their presence and sometimes through them. He has taught them about the kingdom of God and about faith. And now it’s time to see what they have been absorbing. 


Mark 4:35-41


Our second passage is from the letter written by the Apostle James. Just a brief few lines that will give additional encouragement of how to deal with tough times.

James 1:1-4

Keep Climbing: Leaving Comfort Behind

Mark 4:35-41, James 1:1-4


Chippie the parakeet never saw it coming. One second he was peacefully perched in his cage. The next he was sucked in, washed up, and blown over.

It all started when Chippie's owner (who was not the brightest bulb in the chandelier) decided to clean Chippie's cage with a vacuum cleaner (with Chippie in the cage). She removed the attachment from the end of the hose and stuck it in the cage. The phone rang, and she turned to pick it up. She'd barely said "hello" when "ssssopp!" Chippie got sucked in.  The bird owner gasped, put down the phone, turned off the vacuum, and opened the bag. There was Chippie -- still alive, but stunned.

Since the bird was covered with dust and soot, she grabbed him and raced to the bathroom, turned on the faucet, and held Chippie under the running water. Then, realizing that Chippie was now soaked and shivering, she reached for the hair dryer and blasted the bird with hot air. 

A few days after the trauma, the newspaper reporter who'd initially written about the event contacted Chippie's owner to see how the bird was recovering. "Well," she replied, "Chippie doesn't sing much anymore -- he just sits and stares." 
Max Lucado, In the Eye of the Storm, Word Publishing, 1991, p. 11.


I have a hunch that some of you may be able to empathize with Chippie. Life has knocked you around a bit and perhaps your song has been silenced in the process. 

If you can relate to Chippie, even a little bit, this story about Jesus’ disciples in the storm on the Sea of Galilee is for you.

We’re going to enter our Bible story right in the middle of the storm, right in that uncomfortable spot where the disciples realize that in spite of every attempt to prepare, things have fallen apart at the seams. And this is a good time to notice that this very uncomfortable event happens right smack in the disciples’ comfort zone. Isn’t that interesting? At least four out of the twelve disciples are fishermen, well acquainted with the Sea of Galilee and their boats. Well aware of the type of storms that are common occurrences on that body of water. And it is right where they are most at home, most proficient, that they are scared out of their wits by a storm they simply can’t control. This is a key theme of this story, and it encourages us to look at our own areas of comfort and proficiency and God’s involvement with us. Might God take you to your own comfort zone in order to test your faith? 


So, we’re with the disciples in the boat, and the most furious storm you could ever imagine suddenly pops up out of nowhere. And even the most seasoned sailors among them are in terror of losing their lives. 


On the other hand, Jesus, who is a carpenter-turned-rabbi, and not a sailor, is sleeping like a baby in the stern. 


This story turns on two questions. One question asked by the disciples. And another asked by Jesus. 


“Don’t you care?” the disciples shouted over the roar of the storm. “Don’t you care that we are perishing?” That was after they shook Jesus awake. 


“Don’t you care?” This is the question that tugs at the heart of someone who is in the middle of a great struggle. It feels like God has abandoned you, just at the time you needed God the most. It feels like God doesn’t care whether you live or die. Whether you succeed or fail.  Sometimes it feels like God has not just gone to sleep, but has gone away entirely. 


Behind that question—“Don’t you care?” lies an assumption or two about how things ought to be between God and God’s people. If Jesus cared, what would happen? Well, certainly he wouldn’t just go to sleep! He would at least stay awake and worry with the rest of them. And certainly, if he is who we think he is, he could keep this storm from happening.  Yet he doesn’t. We see this theme repeated in other stories. For instance there is a story about a man named Lazarus and his sisters Martha and Mary. Lazarus gets sick, deathly sick. And the sisters send for Jesus. But when Jesus comes, it’s too late, Lazarus has already died. And Mary says, “If you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Don’t you care? Don’t you know what we need? Don’t you know there’s a storm raging?

The thing is that Jesus does care. But not only about our comfort. There is something deeper, more profound that Jesus cares about. He cares about our development as human beings, and our growth as disciples. In the letter of James, we heard that the testing of faith produces endurance. And James encourages us to let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing. 

Very often when people sign on with Jesus they have a misperception that life will now be smooth sailing (or at least that it ought to be). But as one person in our Bible study said last week, “Smooth seas do not a skillful sailor make.” 


Bible Commentator NT Wright suggests that we think of this story as a blockbuster movie, and “audition for a part. Make it your story,” he says. And then he says, “Actually, if you sign on with Jesus for the kingdom of God, it will become your story whether you realize it, whether you like it, or not. Wind and storms will come your way.” (NT Wright, in loc)


We would like our life to be a warm cozy walk on the beach. We would like our life in the church to be smooth sailing. But God wants us to grow into mature disciples, people who can truly be servants of the kingdom of God. So, even though God could prevent us from going through trouble, God doesn’t always do that. And it’s because God cares.  It’s because God wants to be the one that we truly depend on.

So, let’s climb back into the boat, with the disciples and Jesus. At his command the storm has stopped. The boat is still rocking though, and the disciples are shaking. 

A few moments ago the disciples had asked, “Don’t you care?”


But now it’s Jesus’ turn: “Don’t you trust me?” Yet? Haven’t you seen enough, heard enough, experienced enough to know that I am trustworthy? 

In my search for illustrations for this message, I found a little snippet of information about icebergs that illuminates the idea of trust. In the frigid waters around Greenland are countless icebergs, some little and some gigantic. If you’d observe them carefully, you’d notice that sometimes the small ice floes move in one direction while their massive counterparts flow in another. Why? Surface winds push the little ones around, whereas the huge masses of ice are carried along by deep ocean currents. When we face trials and tragedies, it’s helpful to see our lives as being subject to two forces – surface winds and ocean currents. The winds represent everything changeable, unpredictable, and distressing. But operating simultaneously with these gusts and gales is another force that’s even more powerful. It is the sure movement of God’s wise and sovereign purposes, the deep flow of His unchanging love.” (funnysermons.com) 


Trust means reaching down into that deep ocean current of God’s love and hanging on, letting that current direct you. It means understanding at a very deep level that God loves you and cares about you in every circumstance. It means cooperating with God in God’s goal for you to become a mature and whole human being and an effective servant of the kingdom of God. 

Those who trust are able to view their situation differently because deep down they know that God is leading them and caring for them.  They are able to leave comfort behind and keep climbing even when the storms come and the way gets tough, because they know Jesus is with them.

In 1916 Sir Ernest Shackleton and two other men were treading over the inhospitable mountains and treacherous glaciers of South Georgia in the Antarctic, in an attempt to rescue the rest of their South Polar Party. Later Shackleton wrote this in his diary: “When I look back at those days, I have no doubt that Providence guided us. . .During that long and racing march of thirty-six hours over the unnamed mountains and glaciers of South Georgia it seemed to me that we were four, not three. I said nothing to my companions on this point, but afterwards Worsley said to me, ‘Boss, I had a curious feeling on the march that there was another person with us.’ Crean confessed the same idea. One feels the dearth of human words, the roughness of mortal speech, in trying to describe things intangible, but a record of our journeys would not be complete without a reference to a subject so very near to our hearts.” (funnysermons.com)


This message is not a news flash. I can’t even count how many times I have preached a sermon about learning to trust Jesus. My prayer is that today will be the day it will finally make sense, that you will let down your defenses and entrust your life to him. 
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