Text: Mark 6:45-56 (LSB Hymn 765)
Introduction

Ministers can easily develop a blind eye to real life settings.  Spending 20 hours a week with a particular text can do that.  But I’m going to ask your suspension of direct application for a second to rewind our reading of Mark.  About five weeks ago we started on a specific journey with this gospel.  Five weeks ago Jesus and the disciples got into this same boat and sailed across the sea.  On that voyage Jesus was in the boat and a huge storm arose such that these flinty fishermen thought they were going to die.  Jesus stands up, tells the wind to shush, and the disciples are amazed asking – Who is this?  In the following weeks those same disciples have witnessed the curing of a hopeless case of bleeding and the raising of a girl from the dead.  They have seen the casting out of demons.  They’ve seen the prophet rejected in his home town, but then they themselves were sent out with power.  From their own hands and mouths demons fled and people were healed.  And last but not least, these twelve disciples have seen Jesus feed 5000 men from 5 loaves and 2 fish.  These disciples have had their time of prayer and study.  Now they are sailing back and this is the time of trial.
Trouble in the world

How often in our lives do we find ourselves flapping against the wind?  We’ve done our praying.  We’ve done our studying.  We are prepared.  And yet life seems to be tormenting us.  We aren’t going anywhere.  Students who have recently graduated – some in the tops of their classes – surely know what this feels like.  They have been rowing hard for 4 years of high school, or 4 years of college, and when they finally graduate – they can’t get a job.  Being tormented and going nowhere but home.  The Wall Street Journal recently ran a couple articles about a change in the rate of divorce.  It seems that a bunch of people who had been cruising along the separation and divorce highway have been stopped by the economy.  They were very willing to put their children through the mess, but when life happened and half of the 401K was no longer that much, or taking the mortgage to an underwater house didn’t seem an attractive settlement, many divorce cases got put in stasis.  All prepared with dreams of the unshackled life, and they are going nowhere.  The stories of the successful mid and late career men who have spent a work life building a career to be cast off – tormented and going nowhere.  The couples who completed life’s preparation – they raised their kinds and built a career and a nest egg and found that nice retirement spot – only to have one pass away and be left alone, or to find out that you can only play so many rounds of golf.   Tormented and going nowhere.
Those are primarily material events, although loss of interest in golf might edge toward something deeper.  Have you ever felt spiritually going nowhere?  The over 25 million copies of the Purpose Driven Life would seem to say it is a common feeling.  Sitting in an early seminary class, one of the 22 year olds just didn’t get it – and I quipped “go spend 10 years in a cubicle first.”  Whether it is caused by a material problems, or sometimes even by amazing success, we all at times hit a barren spot.  The Word falls on our ears and it is quickly trampled and eaten by birds.  Even Mother Teresa seemed to suffer from this, her barren patch seemed to be 40 years long – I think I agree with a wit who once said “Maybe I could be a martyr, if they did it fast enough, but I could never be a saint.”  At the start of her ministry she held a vision of Jesus and often through her ministry Mother Teresa would wonder if there was anyone hearing her prayers.  Seeing is not necessarily believing – just as doubts are not always lack of faith.
Trouble in the Text

That is exactly where our 12 disciples were – tormented and going nowhere.  They were in the middle of the sea.  And I hate to say it, but I think our translation blows this one.  It says - they were making headway painfully, for the wind was against them.  (Mar 6:48 ESV).  But I think that misses the context and denies the greek word used.  The word everywhere else means to torture.  And it was the 4th watch of the night - somewhere between 3 AM and 6 AM.  They’d been at this for at least 6 hours.  The disciples were tormented and going nowhere.  They’d gone around to the villages and their preaching had made this great crowd come out to the desert.  And Jesus had fed them.  But Jesus is going to dismiss this army and he pushes the 12 into the boat and orders them to get away from that crowd.  They were tormented and going nowhere.  What had all those miracles and the sending been about anyway if not this crowd?
Jesus sees them floundering against the wind and immediately he goes to them.  And He wants to pass by them.  What?  Pass them by?  What the heck – he’s just come down the mountain and come to them because they were getting nowhere.  Pass them by?  We read it a couple of weeks ago – Amos 7:8 - Then the Lord said, "Behold, I am setting ba plumb line in the midst of my people Israel; cI will never again pass by them; (Amo 7:8 ESV).  Passing by is what YHWH in the Old Testament does.  Passing by is an epiphany of the glory of God.  God passed by the Egyptians when he passed over his people and the firstborn were struck dead (ex 12:23).  In that odd story of three strangers visiting Abraham – Abraham begs that God not pass him by (Gen 18).  Moses in song proclaims that the Lord passed by his people at the Red Sea (Ex 15:16).  The list goes on, but the high-point is Moses on the mountain asking to see the Lord – and the glory of the Lord passes by Moses sealed in a rock such that Moses only witnesses the Lord backside (Ex 33:22).  Jesus longs to do what YHWH did in the old testament – to pass by his people, to reassure them of His Glory.  But that never worked, or at least not for long.  Israel would always stray.  The next generation would forget the Words of the Lord and his mighty hand.  Not soon after the plagues the Israelites were found grumbling about going back to Egypt.  We long to see the glory.  We want the Lord to pass by.  But all that causes is terror.  Sinful man cannot face a holy and glorious God.
Gospel in the Text

So instead Jesus speaks - Words of encouragement.  “Courage  he says.  It’s me.  Stop fearing.”  And he climbs in the boat and the winds stop.  The Son of God – who wished to pass by – who wanted to display His glory to this struggling band – instead climbs into the boat with them.  Jesus gives up the glory to be with his people.

Those disciples didn’t quite get it.  They wanted the glory.  This Jesus obviously had the power.  The wind and the waves obeyed him.  He provided for all.  But their hearts were hardened and they were astounded.  God had put down the glory to be with his people – but they wanted the glory – even though in this world it is only a fleeting glimpse.
Gospel in the World

We find ourselves tormented and going nowhere.  And we ask for the same things.  God would you please pass by.  I need someone to knock down this barrier in front of me.  In need a trail of glory to follow.  I need a heroic standard to follow from victory unto victory.  If you would just pass by Lord, then my life would have meaning.

Jesus instead denies the glory and says –“pick up your cross and follow me.”  Jesus instead promises – “I will be with you always”.  There is nowhere in your torment and going nowhere that Jesus has not been.  There is nothing that he will not go through with you.  He gave up the glory that was rightfully his – for that cross – to be with his people.  Jesus left that perfection and holiness of heaven and submitted to the judgment of people.  The judgment of Pilate, and Caiaphas and the crowd of Jerusalem.  The judgment of the crowds of galilee who just wanted a small piece of the magic.  The judgment of his closest 12 – one who would betray and the others just desert him.  And our judgment, often blaming God for all that is wrong.  But Jesus stays constant with us.
We may not like his answers, but Jesus does not abandon us.  Instead he gets in the boat and goes through it with us.  He might calm the storm.  He might nudge us with His word.  He might heal our wounds.  He definitely has healed our sin.  But what Jesus doesn’t do is pass by his people.  Those trials – they are for our good.  They are providentially placed there and Jesus is with us.  As our next hymn will put it – Judge not the Lord with feeble sense, but trust him for his grace.  Behind a frowning providence, Faith sees a smiling face.  “Courage, stop fearing,” he’s here…now.  Don’t let your heart be hardened, God provides the necessary loaves.  God is His own interpreter, he’ll make it plain.  

