
Lessons of Faith: Put Away Your Fear

Mark 4:35-41

Lesson on Faith


Faith involves accepting and receiving a liberating grace that truly frees us from every enemy to abundant life. Faith means freedom, the freedom at last to give up the anxious and impossible task of keeping oneself from falling. It means freedom to turn from oneself as the source of one’s own life and hope, freedom to give up the struggle to control everything by one’s own power. It means freedom to be at home in the presence of a loving God.


. . . The knowing that lies at the heart of faith gains it character from the urgency of the situation, the overpowering goodness of the good news, and the astonishing difference its reception makes in one’s life. Faith is the deep, life-changing knowledge of something in particular: God’s gracious freeing of us and God’s abiding love for us and for the whole creation. To have faith is to know this.

If this way of speaking about faith leads to the conclusion that faith is . . . primarily a matter of knowing some thing, however, we have missed what is most fundamental about it. For faith is not only knowing the message; it is knowing the Messenger. Our response is not only to what is said but, above all, to the One who speaks. In the situation of faith, we encounter the presence of God in Jesus Christ in our lives. Ultimately, the “news” is the person; the good news is Jesus Christ. Thus, faith is a qualitatively different, extraordinary, and ultimately unique kind of knowing. It is knowing God, knowing God’s own self, experiencing inwardly “God with us” as a present and personal reality.

(Craig Dykstra, Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practices, p. 21)

Homily


Terry Ahwal knows what it is to experience fear.


Ahwal was born in the West Bank city of Ramallah. She remembers an incident that took place when she was eleven years old and living under Israeli occupation.


One evening after curfew she took a chance and ran to visit her grandmother who lived two blocks away. On the way she had to hide under a truck to avoid soldiers who were coming her way.


For twenty minutes she lay there in utter fear, watching the soldiers’ boots walk back and forth in front of the truck. She recalls that her heart was pounding so fast and sp loud that she was afraid one of the soldiers would hear it and kill her. 

To calm herself, the young Ahwal started begging God to take mercy on her and save her from the soldiers. She then remembered the words her mother spoke after Israeli soldiers had beaten her father. Her mother told Ahwal and her siblings to put their fear and anger aside and pray for the poor soldiers, who were also afraid because they were away from their homes in Israel.

As Ahwal lay under the truck, she began to feel bad for the soldiers. She wondered: “Where do they sleep and are they afraid of little children like me? What kind of food do they eat? Do they have big or small families?”


The soldiers’ voices began to remind Ahwal of her neighbors. Her fear dissipated a bit as she pictured the soldiers as people she knew.


In reflecting on that experience, Ahwal writes: “Although my twenty minutes under the truck seemed like an eternity, I believe that shedding my fear literally saved my life. . . .


“When I was hiding under that truck, if my terror had made me lose control and I had started to cry, the jittery soldiers might have pulled the trigger because of their own fears. Thank God I lived to wonder about this. I understood as a child that fear can be deadly.”


On that day, Terry Ahwal began to understand the importance of putting away her fear. It’s the same lesson of faith that’s at the heart of the story we heard this morning from Mark’s gospel. It’s a lesson that appears throughout the New Testament.


In fact, one commentator has written: “Time and time again in Scripture the word is, ‘Do not be afraid.’ It is, you might say, the first and the last word of the gospel. It is the word the angels speak to the terrified shepherds and the word spoken at the tomb when the women discover it empty: ‘Do not be afraid.’ Not because there are not fearsome things on the sea of our days, not because there are no storms, fierce winds, or waves, but rather, because God is with us . . . even though there are real and fearsome things in this life, they need not paralyze us; they need not have dominion over us; they need not own us, because we are not alone in the boat.”


In Mark’s telling of this story—one of the few to appear in all four gospels—we discover the disciples’ experiencing two types of fear.


The first fear arises as a storm begins to rock the boat in which Jesus and his disciples have set out after a long day of crowds and teaching. Jesus is fast asleep, but the disciples feel each gust of wind and watch each threatening wave. They’re afraid of the storm, but perhaps more significantly they’re afraid that Jesus doesn’t care.


In their fear, they wake Jesus up and ask, “Don’t you care that we’re in danger?” In that moment of panic, they want to know, to be reassured, that the one in whom they’ve placed their faith cares about their situation. That he understands the danger, the chaos, the difficulties they face.


I think that’s something all of us want—especially when life is difficult. To feel like someone understands, that someone cares, that someone shares our concerns.


Doug was fifteen years old when he was diagnosed with leukemia. His doctors were direct about what lay ahead for him. For the next three years he would need to undergo chemotherapy. There would be negative side effects—baldness, bloating of his body, lack of energy. When Doug heard all of this, he went into a deep depression.


During Doug’s first hospital stay, his aunt called a florist to order flowers. She told the clerk that they were for her teenage nephew who had leukemia. When the flowers arrived, they were beautiful. Doug read the card from his aunt, and then he noticed a second card.


It said, “Doug, I took your order. I work at the florist shop. I had leukemia when I was seven years old. I’m twenty-two now. Good luck. My heart goes out to you. Sincerely, Laura.”


For the first time since learning he had leukemia, Doug’s face lit up.


He was in one of the best hospitals in the country, surrounded by millions of dollars of sophisticated medical equipment. He was being treated by expert doctors and nurses with years and years of medical training and experience. But it was a sales clerk in a flower shop who took the time to care, who identified with him, who did what her heart told her to do, who gave Doug the hope and the will to carry on.


And Jesus responds to the disciples’ need to know he cares. He says to the sea, “Peace! Be still!”


But I think Jesus also directs those words to his disciples. But then he asks the hard questions: “Why are you afraid? What happened to your faith?”


And now the disciples experience another type of fear. Who is this teacher they’ve agreed to follow? What kind of power does he have? What does he expect of them? How might the faith about which he teaches turn their lives upside down?


I’m guessing that most of us aren’t too different from the disciples in the boat that day. We either fear that God doesn’t care or we fear that God may ask too much of us—or both. And the lesson we need to hear and embrace is as simple as it is difficult—put away your fear. Put away your fear and have faith in God’s presence—regardless of the difficulties we face. Put away your fear and have faith in God’s promises—regardless of the doubts we have about our ability to be disciples.


As the author and preacher Frederick Buechner reminds us, “[Jesus’] answer to the question of what to do next, what to do with the rest of our lives, is simply stated. What he says . . . is Go. . . . Go for God’s sake, and for your own sake, too, and for the world’s sake. Climb into your little tub of a boat and keep going.”


And Buechner reassures us that Jesus will be with us: “Christ sleeps in the deepest selves of all of us, and whatever we do in whatever time we have left, wherever we go, may we in whatever way we can call on him as the fishermen did in their boat to come awake within us and to give us courage, to give us hope, to show us, each one, our way. May he be with us especially when the winds go mad and the waves run wild, as they will for all of us before we’re done, so that even in their midst we may find peace. . . .” Amen.

Invitation to Communion


In his writing about faith, Craig Dykstra notes that: 


“People today . . . are hungry—hungry for the bread that truly satisfies, hungry for an authentic encounter with God and for a life shaped by that encounter. In essence, the hunger of our time is for a life-giving faith. . . .


“Faith gives rise to a new kind of life. The “life of faith” is the way of living that is organized by faith and that flows out of faith. In the life of faith, we come more and more to participate in the new reality God is opening to us. We live in it ever more fully and let it do its work in every aspect of our lives, as all our beliefs and understandings, feelings and emotions, values and meanings, commitments and actions become increasingly shaped by and conformed to it. Above all, the life of faith involves rejoicing in the love and grace of God, giving thanks to God secure in the knowledge that all God’s promises are sure, and sharing that love and grace in the life of the world.”


As we gather for this meal, we have the opportunity to satisfy our hunger for a life-giving faith. Here we also find strength to live out our life of faith—trusting in God’s promises, rejoicing in God’s love and grace, and sharing what we’ve received with others.
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