The Crossing Mark 4:35-41

It wasn@their idea.
They were experienced fishermen.
They knew about storms that quickly arose on the Sea of Galilee.
And they knew that at night those storms were more threatening.
For at night you could not seethemcoming
nor could you find the quickest way out of their path.
So thistrip was not their idea.
It was JesusOidea. _
And it wasn@just hisideato go on apleasure cruise
for alittle respite after along day of teaching.
My brother has a place down on Lake Wylie near Charlotte.
And latein theday it isajoy to get on his houseboat
and put out for arelaxing cruise along the water.
But thatis notwhatJesusvasabout.
He hadadeepeipurpose.
CLet us cross over to the other side,Ohe commands the disciples.
And it was because of obeying that command
that the disciples got into so much trouble.

A fierce storm arose. A squall the translation we heard putsiit.
Indeed, the word used is the same word that is often rendered as
ONhlrIW| nd.O
A whirlwind N atornado arose!
That iswhat we have here quickly ripping across the sea.
And the little boat is being swamped and is about to go under N
all because of Jesus and hiswild notion to cross over at night.

It was Jesus who got them into such trouble.
++++t+

And isn@that true about the church?
It is Jesus who has gotten us into such trouble.

The boat is an early symbol for the church.
And theboatN thechurchN is oftendepicted
asalittle craft afloat on avery choppy sea.
Indeed, the Latin word for boat isnavis N
from which we get our words QhavyOand Qhaval.Q
But it is also where we get the word GhaveON
thenave N the place in which you gather as the church.
And this boat, the church, particularly the Presbyterian Church, N
has been caught in afierce storm N
and has been tossed around and beaten about for along, long time, N
all because of Jesus.
+++++++

| just returned from the 217th General Assembly of our church
which met in Birmingham, Alabama.

There, former Moderator of the General Assembly, Marj Carpenter, N
asalty former journalist from Big Spring, Texas, N got up and said, N
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O. . . weQe been fighting in this ditch for 28 years
and the ditch is getting deeper.
1t@ starting to affect our mission work, our youth work, N
and our evangelism. . . .0
1t@ killing us.
Indeed, with other communions, N
we have been swamped, haven@we,
by ahuge controversy over homosexuality N
about whether, in the providence of God, N
persons in committed, same-sex relationshi psS
may be blessed by the church
and ordained to serve as officers of the church.
And we are afraid this controversy will take us down.
If we keep on talking about it and fighting about it
will we not lose more and more members
and lose more and more money?

Y et the redlity istheissuesin thislong fight run even deeper
than just those incendiary ones surrounding homosexuality.
Therootsof the controversygo back
to questions about sexuality and gender roles themsel ves.
Back when only men were alowed to serve in leadership in the church N
then all was calm.
But when the whole issue about women, N
whether they could be ordained, N arose, N
then we started getting into a mess.
We claimed to have settled the matter
about the ordination of women some time ago.
For this year we have celebrated the fiftieth anniversary
of the ordination of women to all offices of the church.
Yetis eventhis mattersettled?
For even now, if | was called away from this pulpit, N
would the prospect of awoman serving as senior pastor here, N
being in charge of all funerals, of all weddings, N
being head of staffOas they say, still likely stir up astorm?

| do not fully understand how threatening changes in gender roles
have been for us as human beings.
But clearly in the church, stirred by women sensing calls to ministry, N
and now with gay and lesbian persons
who are convinced God actually made them that way
also sensing calls to ministry to serve Christ in Christ@ church, N
ourboatN thischurchN hasbeenreally rockingN
amost becoming swamped by the storm.
But then, did we choose to get into this storm?
Or arewein it because of Jesus? .
Arewein it because we went on this voyage in this boat, the church, N
out of faithfulness to Jesus?
What awhirlwind we have endured!
++++++++H
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Indeed, N
that is where the disciples found themselves.
And they were about to be swamped and go down
with Jesus there asleep in the stern.
CDo you not care, Teacher ?Othey yell, arousing Jesus.
And obvioudly, Jesus does care.
He caresaboutthem. He wantsthemto survive.
But beyond that, heares for the mission
onwhich he hascommandedhemto gowith him, N
which the storm could destroy if helet it do so.
CSlence! Be muzzed!O he orders the wind and the sea.

Astonishing words!
For these are words only God has the power to utter, N
words claiming sovereignty even over the forces of nature.
Y et Jesus utters those words. . .
Jesus exercises that power N God@ power.
And the wind stops. And the sea becomes utterly calm.
And it is then that the real trouble begins.
For up to then, the disciples have been terribly anxious
that the boat would swamp and they all would sink.
But now it is clear that they will not sink.
Now it is cleartheywill be ableto continuethat journeyto the otherside.
And with that clear, N now they do become very scared.

Sensing what is happening, N
Jesus saysto them N after the storm has already been stilled, N
ONhy are you continuing to be cowards?
Even now are you having no trust?0
And it is then, after the storm, that the disciples become Cawestruck.O
therally, Mark says they Checome afraid with a great fearO
and say to one another, N
OWhds this thateventhewind andseaobeyhim?0

After the storm, N
after Jesus calmsthe sea, N
after it is clear the crossing will continue, N
then real fear breaks out
on that boat among the disciples.
++++++++++++HH++

Sisters and brothers, N
in the 217th General Assembly | believe the spirit of Christ
has been at work to calm the storm
of the 28-year fight that has been raging in and around
our little boat we call the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
Now, with the adoption of the recommendations
of the Peace, Unity and Purity Report, N
which iswhat this Assembly primarily accomplished, N
it may well be that thisfight, this stormis over.
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No longer at the national level of the church will we rehash
overandoverandoveragaintheargument®versexuality
that have been swamping us.
It may well be that a miracle has happened.
| believe it was a miracle that twenty persons
chosen to serve on the Task Force that made this report, N
chosen because they vehemently disagreed
with oneanotheron thesematters N
came to unanimous recommendations to the church
that were adopted.
Though there will be some chafing in some quarters of the church, N
by and large, it appears that the Presbyterian Church is still afloat.
But just asit was with Jesus on that crossing
that real fear broke out among those disciples after the storm was stilled, N
so it may be with us.

The stormisover.
But now the voyage continues.
And it isavoyage of crossing over to the other side
where Jesus is determined to go.
And now that isis clear that the storm will not swamp us
and we may actually continue on this crossing with Jesus, N
now we, too, may become great cowards.
++++++++H+H

Yousee, N .
Jesus was determined to cross over with hisdisciplesto that other side N
to thatothersidewhereGentiles would be encountered.
For the other side was the home of the Gentiles.
Gentiles. People not like those disciples.
Gentiles. People who did not live like those discipleslived N
keeping the Jewish law N the way those disciples were sure
al people who were acceptable to God were supposed to live.
Onthatotherside
the disciples, with Jesus, would actually encounter these people.
And among these people Jesus would teach, heal and cast out demons
so that they, too, with those disciples, would come to know
(how much the Lord has done for [them]
and what mercy the Lord has shown [them].O

By exercising authority over the wind and waves Jesus made it clear
that nothing could stop his voyage with the disciples N the church N
to that other side.
++++++H

Sisters and brothers, N
with the adoption of the Peace, Unity and Purity Report
the storm at the national level of this church may well be over.
But now we at the local level N and presbytery level N
will end up sailing on with Jesus and encountering persons on that other side.

! Mark 5:19
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As the press has reported about the General Assembly actions, N
no standard®f our churchhavebeenchanged.
But OeewayOhas now been granted to sessions and presbyteries
to apply the standards of the church in particular situations.
In matters of who is ordained to office as elders or deacons, N
the local session will determine if a candidate
upholds the essentials of the faith.
And for ministers of Word and Sacrament, N
the presbyteries will make that determination.
What that will mean isthat we at thelocal level
may no longer assume someone somewhere else N
off at the Generd Assembly N will determine things.
No! We who serve as elders here and at presbytery
will actually encounter persons N persons different from us N
persons who may be gay or lesbian.
And we will have to decide, N .
OAretheycalledby Godto leadershipn thechurch?0O
Does their manner of life and their theology )
meet the essentials of the faith of the church?0O
No longer will the debate on sexuality be an issue.
It will now be an encounter N* N with real persons N

right here and at presbytery.
++++++++H

The storm has been calmed.
But are we still cowards? )
Are we (ifraid with a great fearO
aboutthe encountershatawaituson the otherside?
One candidate for Moderator this year, reflecting on this text, quipped, N
Othe disciples may have been more afraid
of getting off the boat in a new place
than going down with it.CG
And maybe we are a bit like that this day.

But remember! Jesusisin the boat with us. .
It was his decision that we cross over to the other side N
to the side where we will encounter persons so different than are we.
And it isamong them that Jesus is determined to share healing and wholeness
and mercy and calling to servicein his name N
as he has done with us.

Remember, we are not alone in this crossing.
++++++H+H

One last word about Birmingham.

While there,| wentto the BirminghamCivil RightslInstitute.
The Institute, which sitsright across the street
from the 16th Street Baptist Church, N
the African-American church that was vici iously bombed
on that dreadful Sunday morning in 1963, N

2 Block, Deborah in @uestion for Candidates,0217th General Assembly
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taking the lives of four little girlsin the Sunday school, N
is a powerful museum bearing witnessto the civil rights struggle
in the 19500and600s Birminghamandtherestof the South.
As | went through the museum and became aware
of the immense suffering endured by Black Americans
due to bigotry and racism
and of the massive and violent resistance of the white community
to anychangean the segregatedystemof the South,N
something dawned on me.
The savage resistance of the white community
that caused so much suffering and death
happened because the white community could not imagine
thatlife worth livingcould continue
In anew place where segregation existed no more.
That community could not believe
that God would be in that new place
bringingwholenessndjoy, yes,fullnessof life.
Wéll, friends, it is clear that today, on the other side, N
in that new place without segregation, N
Birmingham N and the whole South K
isamuch more lively, just and joyous place
than it ever was before.
Theencountershatcrossingoverfrom thatsegregategasthavebrought

have been full of the presence of God.
++++++++++++HH++

Just soitis, | believe, for usin the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
The storm is over N by the power of Christ in our midst.
But now the crossing continues for us, N
the church at the local and presbytery level.
We will have encounters with persons we never expected to meet.
We will have decisions to make
about those actual human beings we will come to know.
We will have to decideif they share the essentials
of faith in and faithfulness to Chrigt.
It will not be easy.
We will stretch and be stretched.
We may well be full of fear right now about how it will be
in that new place where we the church will find ourselves.
But we are not alone. There is Another in the boat with us.
Remember, Jesus caused usto take this journey to the other side.
He has stilled the storm so that nothing will stop the voyage.
And amazingly, he trusts us to be able to handle the encounters there, N
to share hislove, his hedling, his mercy, hislife
with the persons we meet on that far side.

Pete Peery

First Presbyterian Church N Asheville
Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time

25 June 2006
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