
The God of Storms

Job 28:20-27; Psalm 29; 1 Corinthians 1:21-31; Luke 8:22-25

In the Season of Creation, today is designated as Storm Sunday. It is an unusual thing we are

called to celebrate isn’t it? In my experience most people go out of their way to avoid storms. The

recent hurricane, Dorian, that decimated the Bahamas and continued to wreak havoc all the way up

the eastern seaboard of the United States and Canada was not something people celebrated but fled

from in terror.

But I also know people who love to watch storms as long as they are safe and secure. There

are even professional “storm chasers” who make their living by tracking severe weather in tricked out

vehicles that are armour plated to ride out the storm and protect them from extreme winds, rain and

hail.

And it is not only in nature that storms happen. Most of us also experience “storms” in our own

lives. Events that strike suddenly without any warning and over which we often have little control. It

may be an illness, a tragedy of some kind, a “natural” disaster, the loss of a loved one - any number

of events by which we find ourselves to be buffeted about and causes us to wrestle with deep

questions of faith.

Interestingly enough all these things also impact upon our understanding of who God is or how

we imagine God. In Psalm 29 God is presented as the one who controls the elements, “God’s voice

is over the waters. God’s voice shatters the cedars. God’s voice forks into tongues of fire (or

lightning). God’s voice shakes the wilderness. God sits enthroned above the waters.” In response we

are to give God glory for all God’s great majesty. Sometimes our images are formed so subtly we

aren’t even aware we shape it ourselves. We often told our children during a thunder storm that God

was just “moving the furniture” to explain the explosion of noise. 
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So what kind of a picture of God do those images from the Psalm conjure up in your mind?

For me, it suggests that God is all-powerful, in control of the weather, looking down from the cosmos

and thus I assume responsible too for what the weather does to the world and the people who live in

it.

So all those people who died in the Bahamas as a result of Hurricane Dorian, it’s God’s fault

or is it? And it that vein of thought the next logical step would be to assume that the storms that we

encounter in our lives accidents, loss, even death, are God’s fault too.

Author and Presbyterian minister Frederick Buechner lost his father when he was young to

suicide. But in reflecting on what happened as he wrote about it years later did not arrive at that

conclusion. He couldn’t bring himself to blame God for what happened to his father. “God doesn’t

make events happen to us which move us about like chess pieces. Instead, events happen under

their own steam as random as rain, which means that God is present in them not as their cause but

as the one who even in the hardest and most hair-raising of them offers us the possibility of that new

life and healing which I believe is what salvation is. For instance I cannot believe that a God of love,

and mercy in any sense willed my father’s suicide; it was my father himself who willed it as the only

way out available to him from a life that, for various reasons, he had come to find unbearable. God

did not will what happened that early November morning in Essex Fells, New Jersey, but I believe

that God was present in what happened. I cannot guess how he was present with my father—I can

guess much better how utterly abandoned by God my father must have felt if he thought about God

at all—but my faith as well as my prayer is that he was and continues to be present with him in ways

beyond my guessing. I can speak with some assurance only of how God was present in that dark

time for me in the sense that I was not destroyed by it but came out of it with scars that I bear to this

day, to be sure, but also somehow the wiser and the stronger for it. Who knows how I might have
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turned out if my father had lived, but through the loss of him all those long years ago I think that I

learned something about how even tragedy can be a means of grace that I might never have come to

any other way. As I see it, in other words, God acts in history and in your and my brief histories not as

the puppeteer who sets the scene and works the strings but rather as the great director who no

matter what role fate casts us in, conveys to us somehow from the wings, if we have our eyes, ears,

hearts open and sometimes even if we don’t, how we can play those roles in a way to enrich and

ennoble and hallow the whole vast drama of things including our own small but crucial parts in it.

(Listening to Your Life p. 322, 323.)”

I much prefer that image of God than a God somewhere out there in the cosmos who controls

the weather without care or concern for the “cedars of Lebanon” or the people of the Bahamas. I

think too that is the image that Jesus portrays in the reading from the Gospel of Luke this morning.

Jesus gets into a boat with his disciples to cross the lake and to continue his ministry.

Exhausted from his day’s work, Jesus falls asleep. A storm rolls down the lake, forming whitecaps on

the waves which eventually are spilling over the side of the small boat. As the boat begins to fill with

water wallowing more and more in the ever increasing waves they begin to fear for their lives and

wake Jesus up by shouting: “Master, Master, we are perishing.” Jesus wakes up and rebukes the

wind and the raging waves; and the waves ceased and there was a calm. He said to them, “Where is

your faith?” They were afraid and amazed, and said to one another, “Who then is this, that he

commands even the winds and the water, and they obey him?”

Who then is this, indeed?  When Jesus asks “Where is your faith?” what is he asking them?

He certainly isn’t saying that if they had had faith, there would not have been a storm; after all, Jesus

was in the boat too. And most likely he is not saying that, with faith, they could have stilled the storm

themselves. They have not yet been given power and authority to exorcise and to heal.  The calming
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of the storm is, like the story that immediately follows, an exorcism. Luke uses the customary

language of an exorcism saying “He rebuked the wind and the raging waves (v. 24) From ancient

times and in many cultures large bodies of water were believed to be the abode of evil spirits which

sometimes stirred up storms against sailors. 

Jesus seems, by his question, to be addressing their fear during the storm—fear, not doubt,

being the opposite of faith. They had been with Jesus long enough to have adequate grounds for

trust in God and in Jesus’ access to God’s power. Notice that even after Jesus calmed the storm they

are said to be afraid, perhaps even more so. They have just witnessed a power greater than the

storm; why wouldn’t they be afraid? Further, it also addresses the mistaken supposition that just

being in the presence of Jesus is total comfort. The question, “Where is your faith?” has the

additional force of signalling a new level of expectation from Jesus. They have not been asked

anything like that before, but they are soon to be sent out to preach, to heal, to overpower demons.

And it won’t be long before they are asked a variation on this same question: What is your faith? Who

do you say that I am? 

Which leads to the second question Luke poses in the text, the one they asked one another:

“Who then is this?” Surely that question has been forming itself in their minds during their time with

him, but now the question is clear, and it is out in the open: Who is Jesus? It will have to be asked,

but who will ask and who will answer? Will they ask Jesus, Who are you? Or will Jesus ask them,

Who do you say that I am? Jesus always seems to turn things upside down. In calming the storm

Jesus creates another storm but of a very different type. It is the storm of calling us to even greater

discipleship than we could ever imagine. Rather than expecting less of us, Jesus expects even more.

Your life and my life flow into each other as wave flows into wave and unless there is peace

and joy and freedom for you, there can be no real peace or joy or freedom for me. To see
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reality—not as we expect it to be, but as it is—is to see that unless we live for each other and in and

through each other, as Jesus did when he was among us, we do not really live very satisfactorily: that

kwthere can really be life only where there really is, in just this sense, love. In showing us the power

of love, summing up the great commandment to love God with all your heart, strength and mind; and

to love your neighbour as you love yourself, Jesus calms the storms of life, gives us a vision of a God

who does not direct storms from out in the cosmos, doling out death and destruction but instead rides

on the winds reaching us as a still small voice. A voice that calls each one of us to discover where

our faith really it, to reach out in peace and love to one another and the world, called to be agents

who can also calm the storms of this world and bring the same peace that Jesus brought. Thanks be

to God. Amen.
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