HOLDING OUR PLACE

Mark 6: 45Immediately Jesus made his disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. 46After leaving them, he went up on a mountainside to pray.  47When evening came, the boat was in the middle of the lake, and he was alone on land. 48He saw the disciples straining at the oars, because the wind was against them. About the fourth watch of the night he went out to them, walking on the lake. He was about to pass by them, 49but when they saw him walking on the lake, they thought he was a ghost. They cried out, 50because they all saw him and were terrified. 

   Immediately he spoke to them and said, "Take courage! It is I. Don't be afraid." 51Then he climbed into the boat with them, and the wind died down. They were completely amazed, 52for they had not understood about the loaves; their hearts were hardened. 

 53When they had crossed over, they landed at Gennesaret and anchored there. 54As soon as they got out of the boat, people recognized Jesus. 55They ran throughout that whole region and carried the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. 56And wherever he went—into villages, towns or countryside—they placed the sick in the marketplaces. They begged him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak, and all who touched him were healed.


Let's say you've just brought home that new combination digital TV, DVD, VCR player and waffle iron, with a programmable remote control, to sit on the shelf with all the other programmable remote controls  whose batteries needed to be replaced and, after that, you couldn't find the directions to re-program it, and now you're not even sure anymore which remote control goes with which electronic device. If you're like me, you just go up to the blame thing and push the buttons. 


Into the third hour of setup and the fifth page of instructions, its all gotten so frustrating and confusing that you're not sure anymore whether you're reading the English language pages or the Japanese ones. Before you pitch the whole thing out the window, that's when you know its time to call the Geek Squad. Or your twelve year old daughter........ or your grandson. 


Frustration. That painful space between high expectations and low experience. Long before we got frustrated over the complications of modern life and technology, we had plenty of other things to get frustrated about. For the disciples in today's gospel story, it was headwinds on the open water, when they were trying to row from Point A to Point B. 


Some frustrations are avoidable. As a guy speaking to other guys, let me say, that when you're up to your elbows in a do-it-yourself plumbing project, and it all comes to an infuriating halt because of one cartridge or one elbow joint that won't budge, and your wife asks you, "Shall I call a plumber?" don't take it as an insult. Its meant in love. If frustration is caused by the difference between our expectations and our experience, sometimes our expectations of ourselves are not just unrealistic, they may be positively punishing and inhumane.


Then there are some frustrations in life that are just unavoidable. Some come from juggling truths and demands that are at odds with each other. There are problems in life that cannot be solved,  they can only be managed, until time resolves them or makes them moot. Some of the problems of parenting come to mind. One such dilemma was captured in the title a wonderful book about parenting entitled, Get Out of My Life! ......But First, Would You Take Me And Cheryl To the Mall?  When she and Cheryl can drive, or have moved out on their own, their frustrations over wanting more freedom than they can have will only be a dim memory. Until then, the parents will have to hold their place and withhold freedoms that their kids aren't ready for; until then, children will have to keep learning and demonstrating levels of responsibility until they can be trusted with more freedom. Yes, that's frustrating.


In today's Gospel passage we see some very frustrated disciples, rowing like mad one dark night against a very frustrating headwind. What must make it even more frustrating is that they're doing exactly what Jesus told them to do: to get in the boat and row back to Bethsaida, Peter's home town. If this is what they're supposed to do, what Jesus wants them to do, if its the will of God, then why in the heavens is it so infuriatingly hard? Why doesn't the Maker of heaven and earth, the Lord of land, water and sky,  whose will is that we be out here doing this, do something about this frustratingly stiff headwind? We're supposed to go somewhere, and we're barely holding our place!


Then, toward the latest hours of the night, and the wee hours of the morning, after muscles are aching and hands are cramping from so many hours of rowing into the wind, Jesus shows up, walking on the water, gets in the boat, and the winds die down. 


But its not a trick. Its not a divine dog-and-pony show to show  off his power as greater than theirs. Like all the other miracles Jesus does, its a demonstration of the nature of the Kingdom of God. Its also a deeper revelation of his own nature and identity. And its a lesson for the disciples about their calling and ministry, something they'll have to remember later on, after Pentecost, when Jesus is present with them, everywhere, in the Holy Spirit, and not just in Galilee, in a body. 


This will not be the last time they will have to labor hard just to hold their place, even while doing the will of God. Nor will it be the last time they will have to wait through long, dark nights of labor, fear and frustration just to hold their place, until Jesus shows up in a powerful way to make the last pieces fall into place. Like the dark night which Paul and Silas spent in a Philippian jail. But the jailer's conversion became their missionary breakthrough. It will not be the only time, nor the last time, to learn and relearn that the work of God succeeds by the power of God to the honor of God.  And that if God does not remove the frustrations and the obstacles, it is because he will do something even greater with them, than he would have done without them.


The last time the disciples were on this water, in this boat, a storm nearly capsized them, until Jesus rebuked the storm and silenced it. From that they were to learn that, no matter how scary things got, God has it covered; you may lose everything, even life itself, but you'll come through as long as you have Christ with you.  So learn to trust. That was immediately followed by that scary encounter with the demon-possessed man on the Gentile shore of the lake. From that they were to learn that this good news is for even the most unlikely of people. They suffer the same things you do, and they are loved by the same God. So learn to love. Back on their side of the lake, they were told to feed five thousand households with five loaves of bread and two fish. And somehow, not only was everyone fed and satisfied, they had twelve baskets of left-overs. The lesson of that was, surrender all you have to Christ, and he'll come through with all the true riches of heaven for you. He will bless you by making you a blessing to others. So, learn to hope.


And now, on this night of hard rowing just to stay in place, they are learning something else about Christian life and ministry. Its as though Christ is saying, “Don't expect everything I tell you to do to be easy. Don't expect everything you do in my name to have such dramatic and immediate results as when you went forth with one basket of bread and fish and came back with twelve baskets of leftovers. Expect times of frustration,  of waiting, exhaustion and bewilderment, when it will take everything you've got just to stay in place. And it won't always be your fault. It won't always be anyone's fault. In fact, sometimes, just holding your place with all your strength is exactly where I want you. In fact, sometimes, holding your place  is itself a victory and a breakthrough. And what I want you most to learn is that what stifles and stymies you does not stifle or stymie me, and that, when the breakthrough comes, it will come because of a revelation of myself. It will come as a deeper insight into me, by my power, and for my purposes. That could never happen unless you are there, faithfully holding your place. 


Holding our places: kind of like Cal Ripken, the former third baseman and shortstop for the Baltimore Orioles, who was inducted into the Major League Baseball hall of fame last year, not for his batting average, nor his home runs, which were good but not ground-breaking, but for having played the highest number of games over the longest number of years. That's why he's called, "The Iron Man." He stuck in there and held his position for twenty seasons, despite the injuries, slumps and losing seasons that every athlete knows. When asked how he came to play so many games, he said, “Just doin' my job.”


That, today, is where we find many of Jesus' disciples, including ourselves: working—sometimes even struggling-- long hours, to hold their place against the headwinds. Headwinds of fear, headwinds of temptation, headwinds of opposition. Headwinds of frustration. 


This calls us to be patient with ourselves and each other. We expect great things in the Kingdom of God. But sometimes, just holding our place where we're supposed to be is a great thing, once you understand the force of the headwinds against us. Like people living and coping with long-term or life-long illnesses or disabilities. Or recovering alcoholics and former drug addicts who wake up every morning to the headwinds of temptation, and who fight for their sobriety one day at a time, every single day. They have never known a day without the desire to drink or shoot up. Sometimes it seems so much easier to just stop rowing and let the boat drift with the wind. But therein lies shipwreck, they know. Just keeping their place day by day is itself progress. Or others who face temptations from pornography or adulterous desires, even same sex desires to varying degrees, find that being faithful to their families, to their wedding vows, and to their baptismal vows, is sometimes like rowing to stay in place. And knowing such ones as these, and having my own internal headwinds, I have to say, “Great is your reward.” Because that's the kind of place where Jesus shows up and breakthroughs happen.


And with that I have also just described much of church history, and the story of many mission endeavors. When you compare the last four centuries of Mennonite and Anabaptist history, with the first century of explosive growth, you might say that, for many of those years, we were just holding our place. Until the last century, most of our church growth was biological, by families. But before anyone critiques that too harshly, consider that there were headwinds of opposition, contempt and exile to deal with for many of those years. But in the last five decades, Mennonite and Anabaptist church growth has taken off again, especially in the developing, Two-Thirds World. Whatever the reasons, one of them surely has to do with the faithfulness with which many of our spiritual ancestors held their place, in spite of being persecuted, exiled, scorned, having to emigrate and relocate many times.


 And now, as empires and ideologies come crashing down around our heads, we are again in a time when the Anabaptist angle on the Christian faith speaks convincingly to growing numbers of people who are attracted to Jesus, but who are distressed by the long history of corruption and collusion between church and state that offered the world a Crusader Jesus instead of a Servant Jesus, a Jesus who is more of a chaplain and cheerleader for empire, success and excess,  than a poor and humble Christ, the friend of sinners and the poor. Those headwinds of Western Imperial Christendom, which made Anabaptist expressions of simple Christianity so costly and strenuous, and which drowned out our witness, I hear them  finally dying down, having spent their force. In Old Testament Hebrew, the word for "wind"  is the same word for breath and Spirit. Having rowed so hard in the same place for so long, we are now in place to catch the Wind of God's Spirit.


After eight years of faithfully worshiping, meeting and ministering here, I sometimes wonder if our congregation's upcoming move to another worship location isn't also something of a breakthrough. Or at least an open door to one, after we get our feet planted there and figure out the ropes.


The same thing may be happening in our witness to the Islamic world. When terrible earthquakes shook the southern half of Iran some six or seven years ago, and the Mennonite Central Committee partnered with Iranian Red Crescent to provide food and other material aid to survivors of the quake, that opened doors for ministry and presence and educational exchange programs with Iranian people, which have even led to contacts with high level officials like President Ahmadinajad. This has gotten the Mennonites a lot of guff, because Ahmadinajad can be a scary person who says some very wicked and wrong-headed things at times. But holding our place, faithfully, with humanitarian aid and assistance, and grass-roots level contacts with Iranians of good will, has earned Mennonite friends the right to tell the Iranian President some pointed and painful truths, in love and in person, and to be heard, if not obeyed. Holding our place has also given some Mennonites personal contacts with new and growing churches in Iran. In spite of the fierce headwinds of Islamic militancy, progress is being made toward indigenous Iranian church growth.  This wouldn't have happened, I don't think, if MCC did not have at least 80 years of faithful. loving ministry experience behind it.


Bangladesh is also a majority Islamic country. Although it's constitution guarantees freedom of religion, it also enshrines Islam as the national religion, and pressure is constantly exerted by radical groups to make all of Islamic law the law for all Bangladeshi citizens, including the 10 to 15% who are Hindu, Buddhist or Christian. With 160 million people, that still makes for around half a million active Christians in growing churches, more than there may be in some historically Christian countries of Europe.


Commonly, when we hear or think of Bangladesh, its in connection with disasters such as floods, cyclones and tidal waves. That's when we hear most about it in the news, at least. Bangladesh has been named as Ground Zero of the effects of rising sea levels from global warming. I remember a former Secretary of State, during the 1970's, speaking of Bangladesh as a country that we could write off, that would never make it out of it's misery. In other words, aid agencies, mission groups and even the Bangladeshis would be forever condemned to labor strenuously just to hold their place against the relentless headwinds of need and disaster.


And yet reports from Bangladesh that I have read from Mennonite Central Committee and other Christian aid and development groups speak of a people who are resilient, resourceful, hard-working and hospitable. And workers who have lived and worked there have been deeply touched and changed, by both the needs they have seen, and by the gracious, inner resources of the Bangladeshi people. 


Mennonite Central Committee has been there since 1970, partnering with other agencies, and sending workers to help in such fields as education, health care, literacy, peace-making and conflict resolution, and agriculture. Most of this agriculture is done on plots of land as small as two acres, to serve the needs of entire families, for a population as crowded as over a thousand people per square mile in rural areas. After two or three years of an MCC term in such a setting, workers typically return, look at the grand American homes and lifestyles they left behind, and wonder if they will ever be as comfortable with all this wealth, space and privacy as they were before. 


I hope they aren't. In biblical terms, their hearts have been softened.


After forty years of MCC presence and work in Bangladesh, if one is expecting great signs of wealth and progress and runaway, exploding church growth, that is a recipe for frustration. Against literal headwinds of hurricanes and rising floodwaters, it is a major thing that MCC and Bangladesh have held their place so well, and so long.


 But there comes a danger with simply holding one's place so long. We read of the disciples, rowing so hard in that boat that night, that "their hearts were hardened." What a dark and damning contrast that is to the scene of immense need and misery that awaited them once they made it across the lake to the other shore. Mark tells us that, once they arrived, crowds flocked to Jesus, begging him to let them simply touch the hem of his garment and be healed, they were so poor, desperate, diseased and down-trodden. And his heart went out to them in healing compassion. 


But before they even arrived there, the disciple's hearts were hardened, we read. Not because they had never seen such need and misery before, but maybe because they had seen so much. Like that former secretary of state whom I mentioned, maybe they were ready to just write a lot of people off. They were unexcited, at best, about the ministry that awaited them on the other side. Maybe they were rueful and resentful about even being sent back to Bethsaida by Jesus. For we read that he "made them get in the boat" and go. 


So, when they saw Jesus walking on the water, they assumed the worst and thought they saw a ghost. Because of the dark and dreary frame of mind they were in. That's the risk we also face from working so hard and so long against the headwinds: losing our hope of anything better. Losing our love for people's whose needs never stop; losing our love when we never stop encountering people with needs. Losing our faith that Jesus will ever show up and change anything.


But never is there a good time to lose faith, hope and love under a hardening shell on our hearts. Out here in the world's dark night, fighting the headwinds of disinterest and opposition to our witness, the headwinds of human need and desperation, and the headwinds of temptation in our own souls, there walks the One most merciful and compassionate, who is very much alive; he is no ghost. What frustrates us is no obstacle for him. He has not promised us an easy voyage, nor a speedy arrival. But he has promised to be with us in our labors and our struggles. The headwinds we fight are not forever. But the powerful, life-giving breath of his Spirit is.
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