The Perfect Storm

Mark 4:35-41


When Ed and I lived in Alaska, salmon fishing was one of our more entertaining hobbies.  What we learned very early in our Alaska experience is that fishing for salmon that are on their way upriver to spawn is totally different from fishing for salmon at other times.  That’s because salmon quit eating on their way to spawn.  So you can’t lure them by offering them something to eat.  


I just recently learned why salmon aren’t hungry at that time in their lives.  They are stressed out.  As they swim and leap and flop their way against the current, the level of cortisol raises in their bloodstream.  Cortisol is a potent stress hormone.  It gives the fish the strength to push their way against the current and make it upstream to their goal.  But it also breaks down their immune system and destroys their digestive tracts.  As a result, after laying their eggs, the salmon soon die of exhaustion and infection, literally worn out from their journey.  


That’s what happens to salmon.  But it sounds a little familiar, doesn’t it?  Because stress does some of the same things to people.  The thing is that salmon can’t help it.  They are programmed to die of stress.  But we humans typically make our own stress by how we live our lives.  In a frantic, often compulsive manner, we double-book our calendars, we overspend our budget, we bow to the emotional demands of people alive and dead.  (adapted from NY Times, 12-17-02, F1)


We know that chronic stress is not healthy. But did you know that it may also reveal something about your spiritual life. What it may reveal is idolatry.  Or addiction.  Or both.  


On a day-to-day basis, I think most people, though stressed, feel like they are making it, at least by a thread.  They’re bucking the current, like the old salmon, but they’re making it.  And just like the salmon, the stress hormones get released and give a temporary boost of energy.  Ah, adrenaline!  A quick fix, but in the end, deadly.  

Those who live that compulsive, driven, stress-filled life tend to become adrenaline addicts.  Most adrenaline addicts are not working hard because they think it’s the way God wants them to live.  They are doing it because they think, in the end, it will bring them security or happiness or love or whatever.  But they are wrong. “What will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?”


It’s when the real emergencies come, many people discover that they have based their whole lives on something that cannot sustain them, and cannot in the end save them from self-destructing.   Which is why I called it idolatry.  In effect, they have been worshiping at the altar of work or accumulation or happiness or some other self-based addiction.  When the storms come, and the hurricane-force winds threaten to capsize their little boat, they realize that what they have been using for ballast is dust.  What they have been clinging to is an illusion. 

Life is full of uncertainties.  The question is, how will we meet the storms that come?  One possibility, of course, is denial.  One of the serious challenges being leveled at NASA in the wake of the Columbia tragedy is that there had been a series of e-mail conversations outlining the possibility of chunks of foam insulation hitting the shuttle during its ascent, and causing catastrophic failure in the landing gear and hydraulics.  These e-mails took place before the shuttle disaster, and were apparently either ignored or discounted.  A scientist at Stanford has suggested that NASA needs to “modify their culture to accommodate uncertainty and the notion it’s not because you have survived something in the last few months that you’re necessarily going to survive it in the next flight.”  No matter how good you are at what you do, no matter how much you’ve prepared, no matter how smart you are, trouble will still come.

The Sea of Galilee is subject to sudden storms.  They happen all the time.  All of a sudden the wind comes up, seemingly out of nowhere.  The fisherman disciples know this.  They have been out in storms before.  But this one is different, more intense, more frightening.  Despite their experience on the sea, they are over their heads in this one.


It’s easy to be courageous and confident when life is just going along.  It’s easy to trust God when life is smooth sailing.  But what happens when life throws a gigantic, life-altering curve your way?  Can you trust God then?  When you’re not sure of the outcome?  


I was struck by the story of the woman who disappeared in New York City, right in front of Sloan Kettering Hospital on Monday.  It was broad daylight, and she was walking her father’s one-year-old cocker spaniel.  She was supposed to pick up her father at the airport that same night, but she didn’t show.  Bloodhounds traced her to the corner of 68th and York, and then lost her scent.  Her husband and kids were clueless as to what might have happened, and of course, devastated.  I can picture that street corner, because I’ve been there.  And the thing is, that could happen to anybody.    

Fear is a natural response when the storms hit.  And for many, a feeling of abandonment also arises. Like the disciples, it seems that Jesus is absent, or at best, asleep. 


Fear is an interesting emotion.  It is very healthy and helpful in crisis situations.  It can help a person make quick and necessary decisions.  But like stress, fear can become a lifestyle.  And that is neither healthy nor helpful.  It keeps people imprisoned in their own homes.  


For people who are elderly, for instance, one of the potential crises that can happen is a fall.  Broken hips and other fractures are common among the elderly, and often a fall can send someone to the nursing home.  A student intern from Columbia University interviewed a number of senior citizens recently and asked them what might make you fall?  The answers were predictable:  Throw rugs, wet floors, cracked sidewalks, ice, toys, steps, ladders, shoes, bathtubs, poor circulation, lightheadedness.  None of them mentioned fear.  But fear is becoming recognized as a major cause falls among the elderly.  Up to now, falling has been seen as a normal byproduct of old age.  But that assumption is being challenged:  Patricia Miller says, “People are scared of falling, so they stop doing things.  Some all but withdraw from life, prematurely imposing immobility on themselves.  As they do less, their physical condition deteriorates, making them more susceptible to falling. What they fear becomes more likely.”  (Patricia Miller, quoted in NY Times March 5, 2003, B4)


Why are you afraid? says Jesus. A lifestyle of fear will not help you when the storms come.  


So, what will help?  Well, faith, certainly, but faith in what?  Faith for what?  


This is such a great little story that we might miss the main point.  It’s so dramatic, full of feeling and well, it’s a miracle!  Even if you’ve never been in a boat ready to capsize, it’s easy to get into the feelings of the story, to feel the sting of the wind, the cold splash of the water over the side of the boat, the rocking, the intense shaking, along with the fear that this is it, this is the big one.  And then the equally intense and incredible sense of relief.  Whew!  Thank you, Jesus!  We cheated death again.  Rescued.  


But you know what?  The rescue is not the main point of the story.  The main point of the story comes in the last line, in the awe-struck question that the disciples ask:  Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?  


Who indeed?  How you answer that question creates the framework for you life and it determines how you face the storms that inevitably enter your life.  Is he the Son of God?  The creator of the wind and the sea?  The one who has power over nature, over life and death?  Is he your Lord and Savior?  Can you trust that he cares for you, even when things are at their very worst and you don’t know how they are going to turn out?  When all seems lost?   Or are you counting on adrenaline to get you through?  This story challenges us to focus not on the storms and not on the rescue, but on Jesus and who he is.  


I’m going to close with a story that some of you have heard before.  It’s about what happened to Chicago lawyer Horatio Spafford in 1873:  [he] placed his wife and four children on the luxury liner Ville de Havre sailing from New York to France.  Spafford expected to join them in about three or four weeks after finishing up some business, but with the exception of his wife he never saw them again.  The trip started out beautifully.  But on the evening of November 21, 1873, as the Ville de Havre proceeded peacefully across the Atlantic, the ship was suddenly struck by another vessel, the Lochearn, and sank a mere thirty minutes later, with the loss of nearly all on board.  


On being told the ship was sinking, Mrs. Spafford knelt with her children and prayed that they might be saved or be made willing to die, if such was God’s will.  A few minutes later, in the confusion, three of the children were swept away by the waves while she stood clutching the youngest.  Suddenly the youngest was swept from her arms.  Mrs. Spafford became unconscious and awoke later to find that she had been rescued by sailors from the Lochearn.  But her four children were gone.


Back in the United States, Horatio Spafford was waiting for news of his family and at last, ten days later . . . it came.  “Saved alone” was his wife’s message.  That night Spafford walked the floor of his rooms in anguish, as anyone would have done.  But this was not all.  For as he shared his loss with his Lord, a loss that could not be reversed in this life, he found, as many have, that peace that indeed passes all understanding.  Toward morning he told a friend . . . “I am glad to be able to trust my Lord when it costs me something.”  Then, some time later, as he reflected on the disaster at sea, he wrote this hymn:


When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,


When sorrows like sea-billows roll;


Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,


It is well, it is well with my soul.  


Last summer, on June 15, I got a call that Ed had collapsed and had been taken to the hospital.  That’s all I knew.  I got in my car and started to drive to the hospital.  I turned on my tape player and guess what song was playing?  It is well with my soul.  


Who then is this, that even wind and sea obey him?  If you can answer that question, then it is well with your soul.   
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