THE CHURCH AS CRISIS

Mark 4: 35That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, "Let us go over to the other side." 36Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him. 37A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. 38Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, "Teacher, don't you care if we drown?" 

 39He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, "Quiet! Be still!" Then the wind died down and it was completely calm.  40He said to his disciples, "Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?"  41They were terrified and asked each other, "Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!"


It was on the last morning of our canoe trip in the Boundary Waters Wilderness Area that our daughter, Emily, and I had “the talk.” I probably should have initiated it earlier, at the beginning of our trip, just before we launched the canoe, with all our gear in it. “The talk” came just before we got into the canoe for the last leg of our return trip, when we were two lakes and one half-mile portage away from where we had put in and parked the van. Then we were  to hit the road and get back home that night. The last lake was a big one, with lots of open water. But for some time I wasn't sure we were going to make it out, at least not that day. 


Canoeing and bicycling are alike in that you are always thinking about the wind. More than thinking, more like obsessing. For almost any hour or any day of any canoe trip I've ever taken, I can still tell you where the wind was coming from and how strong it was. I imagine the fishermen among Jesus' disciples were the same way about the wind.


The evening before “the talk,” the wind had been coming out of the northeast at a moderate but manageable speed. Usually, as the sun goes down, the wind dies down too. But in the late hours of that last night, I awoke in our tent to hear the wind roaring through the trees, making them bend and sway like drunkards. If it was this bad before the sun rose, wait until its been up a few hours, I thought to myself. I got out of the tent to see where it was coming from, and in the bright moonlight, I saw clouds scudding through the sky, and white caps parading past in long lines on the lake, better for surfing than canoeing. By its very wild and hard nature, this dark and gloomy landscape of water, rock and trees seemed to be looking back at me and saying, “You don't belong here, Cornbelt Kid, you Suburban softie; you're out of your element; not only do we not care about you; you brought your daughter into this hostile and dangerous environment, fool." I felt something like the cold, chilly dread you get from a good ghost story, one which turns your sense of a friendly, predictable world upside down. 


I'd always heard, “When someone is in the Boundary Waters, don't worry until the day after they're supposed to return, because you never know when the wind will nail them down somewhere. So, always schedule in at least one extra day for that possibility.” That's easy enough to say. But what would Becky and others think if they didn't hear from us that day because we were stuck  here two lakes and a portage away from our cell phones in the van, where they were still out of operating range anyway? 


On top of that, if we had to sit here another day, I wouldn't get back until after Jim Poplett, Nancy Boer and I were scheduled to visit the following day at one of the churches we might rent. And then that same evening there was a worship commission meeting scheduled. We could reschedule that committee meeting. But not so close to my upcoming triennial review!


So back in the tent I lay, trying not to think about the choice between staying another day and having people worry about us and missing some important responsibilities, and the other option of risking getting flipped or dumped by the wind out on some remote part of that last big lake. I prayed for some relief from the wind. But I also prayed for peace and whatever qualities I'd need in case we were stuck here another day. 


Good thing we'd both brought paperback novels along. 


Then I wondered, What's the worst that could happen? If we couldn't make it out, Nancy and Jim would do just fine visiting the folks at that church without me. The commission could find another time to meet. Emily and I would have more time together up here.  Whatever happens, God's got it all covered.


After I caught a little more sleep, I awoke at sunrise to a world that was still windy, but not full of gale-force winds anymore. There were still waves on the lake, but no long, white rakers. And, while water boiled over the campfire for coffee and oatmeal, I found a few wild blueberries still around. I showed Emily what they looked like and she picked her own to add to her oatmeal. With daylight, the world was starting to feel a little less forbidding and hostile.


The wind was still out of the northeast though, and our trip was in a northerly direction. So, I looked at our map and saw that maybe we could paddle our way back by hugging the sheltered, eastern shore of the last big lake. Yes, that would be like driving from St. Paul to Duluth by way of Milwaukee, but it should still work. There'd still be a few dangerous turns around some points where we'd have to paddle right into the teeth of the wind.  And if it got too scary, there would be some designated campsites we could stay at along the way. So, that's when Emily and I had "the talk," just before we got into the canoe.


"The talk" began with me telling her about my concerns and our options.  Emily, ever the competitor, rose to the challenge. You have to get up pretty early in the morning to discourage her.


But one more thing I said: if the wind does flip us over, don't panic. Don't worry about the gear. Don't worry about dear old dad, he's been dumped and flipped out of canoes before, at least once on purpose, to get his canoeing merit badge in Boy Scouts. Its not the end of the world. It happens to every canoeist sooner or later. In fact, when you train for a Boundary Waters Trip with Wilderness Winds up in Ely, the first thing they do is put you in a canoe and then turn it over so you know it doesn't have to be fatal. So if we do turn over, just laugh because you've got your life jacket on, so do I, and we're both adequate swimmers.  And let the tent go, and the fishing poles and the tackle box sink and the sleeping bags with them and the food too and just hang onto the canoe because, upside-down or right-side up, it will float. We might even be able to turn it right-side up, get back in it, bail out the water, and paddle home with our bare hands if we need to. Otherwise, just hang onto it, and the wind that flipped us will drive us to the shore from where we can walk to the car. And however long it takes the wind to drive us ashore, its okay, because the surface water is warmer than the air this morning, so there's nothing to fear from hypothermia. Whatever happens, don't panic; every option and possibility is covered already.


That was “the talk.” Emily took it all in stride and then gave me a talk of her own. She smiled and said, “Don't worry, Dad, we'll be okay.”


In today's gospel story, the disciples also needed “the talk.” With at least four of them being seasoned fishermen, you'd think one of them would give “the talk” to the disciples among them in that boat who had been tax collectors and farmers. I think it would have gone like this: "Okay guys, I know we're Hebrews who are land people, and that we've left the seas and the waters, for the most part, to the pagans. That's why most of you probably have not taken swimming lessons. And I know that life jackets haven't been invented yet. Nor have Doppler radar and the Weather Channel. So don't be too surprised if we get hit halfway across the lake by one of those storms off the Mediterranean Sea that come roaring down over the hills without much warning. If worse comes to worst and this boat flips, just forget about every precious thing we brought along in the boat,  let it go, its gone, and just hang onto anything you can find that floats, like the oars or the boat, and pretty soon the wind and the waves will drive us ashore, wet, but otherwise no worse for the wear. Those of us who can swim will watch out for those of you who can't. And once we hit the beach, which we can all see from here,  there'll be people there to help us. This lake isn't any bigger than Mille Lacs.


But while Jesus slept, nobody else took responsibility for the mood and the emotions in that crew, which is the first responsibility of leadership, and prepare them for what to do in case of a spill. Instead, someone's panic became contagious and everyone lost their heads in the face of rising waves and winds until someone woke Jesus up with the loaded, pointed, incriminating question, “Don't you even care that we're gonna drown?”


After Jesus rebuked the winds and the waves, he rebuked his disciples: "Do you still have no faith?" I think it was that question which Jesus rebuked, and not so much their fear. I think that if someone had simply said to Jesus, “Help us, we're afraid,” or “Man, this is one really scary storm-what's the plan?” I think they would have gotten the same result—Jesus rebuking the storm to silence—but without the piercing rebuke , “Do you still have no faith?”


And here's where they showed a lack of faith: not in their fear of that big storm, but in the accusations within their question,. “Don't you even care that we're about to drown?” which implies that, No, Jesus doesn't care, and, two, that its already a done deal and a sure thing that their numbers are up, they're dead meat, and there's was no way out of this mess but down. 


It wasn't their adrenaline rush of anxiety that Jesus rebuked. That's how we were created, and for good reason. Fear is that natural, God-given response that motivates us to do something when something sacred to us is threatened. Like life. But whenever we fail to manage fear, fear then manages us, and it becomes all too easy to despair, to surrender to the dark side of doubt, and to resort to the last act of control we think we have left: to despair, to assume the worst, and to act it out. Normal feelings of fear Jesus can sympathize with; despair is what he challenges and rebukes. 


A more famous preacher than me once said that the church is like a boat, going into a storm, going through a storm, or coming out of a storm. There's no other option. For the church of Jesus Christ, calm waters are the exception, rather than the rule. I wonder if he wasn't preaching on this very passage, because in that storm-tossed boat was more than a sleeping Jesus, twelve disciples and all the things they were so afraid of losing. In that storm-tossed boat was the church of the time. The First Church of Anywhere. 


Some of you may have read my review, in our latest newsletter, of "The American Church in Crisis," a book about some of the storms we are facing today: storms of secularism, stalling growth, budget constraints and generational shifts and gaps. Storms in which the church's power and prestige in society are sinking like a stone. But the title prompts me to think that crisis is exactly where the church should be and what the church is for. 
In a storm-tossed world such as ours, where even the foundations of culture, government and the economy are rocking, I can understand why we might look to the church to be the one solid, steady, un-shifting place where we can go for rest and refuge from all the storms of life. But don't look to today's gospel story for proof to that effect. Anything but, really. As I read the Bible, God and the gospel are our solid, steady, un-changing rock and refuge. But the church: from the very start, its more like a storm-tossed boat than a solid, serene fortress.


And not only is the church to be in crisis, the church is a crisis. Or at least it should be. The church's mission is to provoke a crisis, at least for those rebellious and devilish powers represented and contained in that storm-tossed sea, powers of chaos, division, distance and resistance to God, the gospel and God's mission. I say that because of where that little boat of First Church of Planet Earth was going with Jesus and his disciples. They were going, Mark tells us, "to the other side." The other side of the Sea of Galilee. For the attentive reader, for Mark's original audience, "the other side" was new territory for the disciples and their mission. In fact, "the other side" was Gentile territory. Pagan turf. This storm hit that boat and that crew as they embarked on the first ever recorded Christian mission to the Gentiles. 


No wonder all hell broke loose. 


Should that come as any surprise?


That forces on us the question: who really was most frightened and panicky in this story? The disciples? Or the spiritual powers of chaos, hell, death and oppression that dominate this planet and which would have preferred to keep Jesus, his church, and his Gospel safely segregated in their little ghetto over on the Jewish side of the lake? 


Not only was that little church in a crisis out there on the lake, it was a crisis, it provoked a crisis, for all those spiritual, demonic and political powers whose interests lay in keeping races and nations divided and conquered, separate and God-less, away from the gospel and imprisoned in darkness and despair. Just as the Confessing church seminary that Dietrich Bonhoeffer directed was a crisis for the Nazi government and the Nazi church of Hitler's Germany, so that they shut it down and put its members under surveillance. Or if you've seen the movie, "The Mission," you saw what a crisis the Jesuit mission among the Indians of South America was when Portuguese colonists sought to raid and take slaves among those same South American Indian tribes that were becoming their Christian brothers and sisters. Unfortunately, the Portuguese chose chains over the church, slavery over salvation. 


"The world is currently under the dominion of the evil one," John wrote. And though I don't see demons and the devil in every hurricane or blizzard, I can believe that Jesus' adversary would pull out all the stops and open up with his biggest guns once he sees Jesus and his band heading east across the lake to invade his turf. And at the risk of sending everyone out of this sanctuary in fear, I ask us, if everything were smooth sailing for us, could that mean that we are not doing our job in crossing the seas that divide people from each other and from God, that we are staying safely on the shores of the familiar when God would lead us into new territory for service and witness?


But all is not smooth sailing for us this morning. As a congregation we face a crossing of our own, to a new location for witness and worship. We also face difficulties with a stormy economy and sinking markets. And issues of health, healing and mutual aid. I think that puts us right about where we're supposed to be, according to today's gospel story,  out among the rising waves and heaving seas. But between the waves I get glimpses of other gospel boats--other churches-- struggling with the same stiff headwinds and a rough chop. We are not alone out here in the deep.


The first job of any leadership is to take the pulse of the possibilities and of the emotions facing any group, and to set the mood for forging ahead, rather than going down. So my version of "the talk" this morning is much like what I told Emily. We've got some rough rowing ahead. But what did we expect, for heaven's sake? Yet even if some of our fears come to pass and we lose some precious cargo in transit, like a familiar sanctuary or some classy classrooms, we'll make it through. Whatever happens, God's got everything covered.  There's already an answer to every change, every loss, and it involves a trade-off to something better than anything we might have to surrender. Just hold onto the boat of the church--its guaranteed to float--hold on to God and to each other, and we'll all see each other on the shore, no worse for the wear, really.  As scary as the crossing might be, just remember from the challenges we face that all the powers of hell that would keep us from our mission are even more frightened than we are. And with very good reason.


That's how it turned out for Emily and me, on the last leg of our return trip. The first crossing was a breeze, literally. The portage went fine, although I thought of recommending to the Forest Service that they make all portages downhill. As we paddled north on the second and last big lake, approaching the point where we would leave our shelter from the wind and we would have to choose either to forge straight ahead with the wind at our right, or turn into it and paddle into the waves until we found shelter again, we looked ahead and saw beyond the point waves, but not many white caps. 


"Let's go for it, straight ahead, toward the shelter of that next island up there," we decided. Then, if the waves were worse in the open water on the other side, we could stay at the campsite on that island. Once there, the open waters beyond also looked do-able, not too dicey. Soon, my anxiety of the night before was forgotten as we pushed forward, with me singing a silly song to the rhythm of our  paddling. Emily was so very understanding of what her Dad needed to do to manage his fear. Within an hour we had beached and were loading the canoe on top of the van. An hour later, we were having pie and coffee in Ely and talking to family on the cell phone.


That the church of Jesus Christ will face crises, and be in crises, is just a given. So, let's make the best of that reality and be a crisis in a divided and stormy world. Let's be a crisis of peace in a world hell-bent on war. Let's be a crisis of love in a world of fear. Let's be a crisis of unity and harmony to all the powers that would keep us segregated and drive us apart. Let's be a crisis of faith in a world of despair. Let's be a crisis of witness to a world that demands our silence. Let's boldly provoke a crisis of loyalty by worshiping the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ in a world enthralled to idols. Whatever happens, God's already got it covered. The only way out of the storm is through it. 


Ready, get set, row. Amen?
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