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Even the Wind and Sea Obey Him

Biblical Reflection for the 12th Sunday in Ordinary Time B

Father Thomas Rosica, CSB

TORONTO, JUNE 17, 2009 (Zenit.org).- There are many biblical passages that reveal the imagery of the
angry sea. The Lord redeems his people from slavery in Egypt by turning the sea against the Egyptians
[Exodus 15:8]. Other times the roaring waves of the sea are tamed only after fierce struggles [Psalm 89, Isaiah
51:9-10]. The sea mythology of the Old Testament underlies the first reading, psalm and Gospel for the 12th
Sunday in Ordinary Time [B]. In the Scriptures, the sea becomes a hostile, angry, dangerous area.

The question of Job is one asked by humanity throughout the ages: "Why do good, innocent people suffer?"
Throughout the book, Job has been asking God to justify his actions, and God's response forms the key
section of the whole book. Chapter 38 begins the next to the final section in this book, in which God finally
answers the ultimatums hurled at the divine throne. God responds by firing questions at Job about creation,
implying that Job cannot explain his suffering because God's response basically challenges Job's right to
question the Almighty!

Today's small excerpt from the magnificent speech of God surrounds the Lord with the most awesome
imagery. The Lord addressed Job out of the whirlwind and questioned him about the control of the ocean
waves. "Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding" [Job
38:4]. "Or who shut in the sea with doors when it burst out from the womb?" [Job 38:8] The implied question
is: If Job cannot understand God's providence for the sea and the powers of nature, how will he ever grasp
divine care for humans? For the author of Job, power means service.

Psalm 107 points out the mercies of God as demonstrated in the fate of individuals, and provides some
insights into the multiplicity of ways in which God's loving-kindness is displayed. The psalm speaks of a
variety of dangers that confront believers: travel by land, imprisonment, sickness, and travel by sea. Consider
the rich images used throughout this psalm: "stormy winds that lift up the waves of the sea" [107:25]; waves
that mounted up to heaven then had their courage melt away" [107:26].

The storm and the waves hold people prisoners, and now that their own resources are at an end, they realize
that the Lord alone can deliver them from the grasp of these elements. In desperation the people cry out, God
intervenes and the people admit indebtedness. The transformation of the storm into a gentle breeze dramatizes
the Lord's response to people in need. When the psalmist says that the waves of the sea were hushed, the
Hebrew word used means not so much to be silent but rather to grow still. In fact, in biblical literature this
word is used only here and in Jonah 1:11, 12 with reference to the calming down of the turbulent sea and in
Proverbs 26:20 in connection with the cessation of contention.

Love at the center
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In today's second reading [2 Corinthians 5:14-17], Paul speaks of his love of Christ and his personal
conviction of that love which is the central motivation in his ministry. The Greek phrase for "love of Christ"
includes both our love for Christ and Christ's love for us, whereby Christ is both the object and subject of
love. Only if Christ loves us first, by dying and rising, can we love in return. Because we share in his death
and resurrection, we can no longer live for ourselves but are to live a new life of service in imitation of Christ.
Paul also notes that he had to change his view of Christ and see him not from a merely human standpoint but
in the light of revelation in the Spirit. If we see Christ from God's viewpoint, then we should view everyone
from the same perspective. Paul then brings the passage to a climax, insisting that everyone who is in Christ is
a new creation and that everything is new -- "everything old has passed away; see, everything has become
new!" [2 Corinthians 5:17]. The power of God in Jesus is a reality, which, for our benefit, restrains itself so
humbly and so completely, that we experience it as holy freedom -- a freedom that removes fear and gives us
the courage to act.

In the New Testament, the sea almost always represents a moment of conversion. It is along the sea that Jesus
calls others to join him in his prophetic ministry and outreach to the poor and the sick. A sudden squall on the
Sea of Galilee provides the crisis in today's Gospel story [Mark 4:35-41] that takes place after a full day of
teaching for Jesus. The calming of the storm is also a great teaching moment for Jesus. When the disciples
awake him, they address him as "Teacher."

Throughout the entire storm at sea, Mark insists on Jesus' calmness and rootedness in God. He is "in the stern,
asleep on the cushion" [Mark 4:38], trusting in God, in contrast to the disciples, who are frightened. When
they rebuke Jesus for sleeping, he rebukes them for their lack of faith. In Mark's account, both the disciples'
words to Jesus and his responses to them are quite harsh. Matthew and Luke soften both statements, but here
the disciples really rebuke Jesus -- and his rebuke to them doesn't merely speak of "little faith" but of "no
faith."

The calming of the storm reveals much to us, for as the first reading from Job has indicated, only God can
control the wind and sea. Jesus does much more than quiet the storm waves roaring across the sea and tossing
the boat from side to side or tipping it dangerously into the waters. Jesus shares God's control of the seas,
emerging as the new creator, bringing peace and order out of the primordial chaos and establishing himself as
Ruler over the new Kingdom of Israel.

Riding the waves

Besides indicating Christ's divine power over nature, the calming of the story suggests his power over evil --
for the sea commonly symbolizes evil and chaos. The boat is already a symbol of the Church, so the story also
challenges us to trust in Christ's power so that we can persevere through the storms that assail us as
individuals and as a Church. Mark writes to his own community, which experiences chaos in the Lord's
absence. It's almost as if the Lord is sleeping -- uninvolved. Jesus challenges this lack of faith and affirms his
continuing presence with power.

On the sea nothing happens normally, but always in abrupt or marvelous or very difficult ways. These are
moments of decision with far-reaching consequences, in which the circumstances and even the timing are not
in our control. The biblical passages of Jesus on the Sea of Galilee, especially today's calming of the storm,
can help us in recognizing such moments in our own lives and in guiding us through them.

A boat was a common symbol for the Church -- here it is a symbol of a storm-tossed community crying out
for help. Christ seems asleep and unconcerned, but he is in total control of the situation. The statement of
peace recalls the greeting of the risen Christ. With Christ we pass through the raging sea and already share in
his calm strength -- even though like Job our questions may remain unanswered.
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Today's readings clearly show that power must ultimately take the form of loving involvement. Who are the
holders of power in our day-to-day experience? Power resides with parents, teachers, elected officials, Church
leaders, and many others. The measure of genuine power is found in self-sacrifice. Parents give all for their
children; teachers labor long hours for their students; pastors gladly spend themselves for their communities.
The result of all this is new life for both the leader and the follower. Jesus gave his life in history's ultimate
display of power and service. His life, especially in the midst of the storms, teaches us how to live in the midst
of the storms of our own lives and times.

This week, let us take some time to reflect on the following questions that flow from our Scripture texts for
the day: What are my deepest fears? How have I experienced God bringing order out of the chaos of my life?
How is our Church storm-tossed today, and by what signs do we know that Jesus is fully in control of the

situation?

[The readings for the 12th Sunday in Ordinary Time B are Job 38:1, 8-11; 2 Corinthians 5:14-17; and Mark
4:35-41]
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