Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time
June 21, 2009


His name was Stephen Tyrone Johns, a security guard at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in the District of Columbia.  On Wednesday, June 10, he opened the door for 88-year-old James von Brunn who proceeded to pull out a rifle and shoot him. Johns died hours later from his wounds.  His family and friends remember him as a “gentle giant” who was unfortunately caught up in an unexpected storm of bigotry, hatred and violence.  Now a family and a nation are asking, “Why?”


This Sunday’s readings are rich with descriptions of the sea and of storms.  Throughout Scriptures, the sea and its storms symbolize chaos, that which lies beyond the control of human beings.  It represents all that threatens to destroy us.  At the same time, the sea and its storms represent the place where God demonstrates his power and his faithfulness.


In the first reading Job asks why he has suffered so many tragedies, God addresses him from the storm cloud to assure him that he maintains mastery over all he has created. It is when we are faced with storms that we learn that God’s love is deeper than the abyss and his faithfulness more expansive than the universe.  Job provides us with a wonderful meditation on God’s power, but also contains some pearls of wisdom for our personal spiritual lives as well, while the Good News of Jesus adds another dimension to this wondrous reality.  The God of creation became one of us so that he could ride out the storm with us.  None of us faces the sea and its storms alone.  The one “whom even the wind and sea obey” weathers the storm alongside us.


Mark presents us with the striking image of Jesus asleep in the stern while his disciples are frantically trying to keep their boats from sinking.  They ask Jesus the question that all of us ask when faced with danger, “Do you not care that we are perishing?”  Jesus’ whole life is a testament to the fact that God does care, and that he will never allow us to perish.

Yet, experiencing the sea at its worst teaches us very quickly just how vulnerable and dependent we are.  We can feel powerless, out of control and frightened at the thought of being overwhelmed or destroyed by nature.  Experiencing our frailty is something most of us would rather avoid.  When we do experience our frailty, however, we can be taught incredible lessons about identity and life.


The disciples desired tranquility and peace.  They insisted that Jesus calm the sea and restore order.  Each of us desires that very same tranquility and peace.  Each of us must try to provide the Holy Spirit with a resting place.  The question then is what prevents us from experiencing the very tranquility and peace we desire?


I know that our lives can become very turbulent.  The schedules we keep, the priorities we establish and anxiety are just some of the things that can cause unrest.  As human beings, we tend to seek happiness in things and circumstances outside of ourselves rather than within.  Who among us does not wonder if a large jackpot lottery would bring contentment?  Or, how often do we find ourselves pondering whether we made the right choices or whether our vocation or profession is the one we are meant to have?


We complicate our lives by looking in all of the wrong places for the peace we desire and in doing so, our vision becomes murkier than it does clear. We do not see the wisdom in losing ourselves in God and truly allowing him to be the guide and director of our lives.  We spend more time worrying about how we are going to provide for our needs rather than seeing how God already is doing this for us.  When faced with storms in our own lives, can we turn to God with confidence knowing that he has control over the chaos?  Can we trust that he will never leave our side?  When we ask, “Why me, Lord?” is it enough for us to hear that our faith will grow deeper through trials and hardships?  Is it enough for us to know that he is by our side through the storm?


If we want to experience tranquility and peace, we must stop looking without and start looking within.  We need to calm the waters of our lives as much as possible so that we can see clearly and plunge into the depths of our souls.  It is only then and there that we will be able to create a home for the Holy Spirit and draw our strength, courage and purpose from within and not from without.  If everything were taken from us tomorrow, could we still discover peace?  Would we still know and believe that we have not been abandoned by God?


It is ironic using worldly philosophy, but there have been many people throughout all of history who have discovered great things when all was taken from them.  Phenomenal stories are told by folks who have been imprisoned, tortured, held hostage or placed in concentration camps who found themselves more in touch with their inner spirit, God and a sense of happiness and purpose than before they had the experience.


God can calm the turbulence of our lives.  He will not, however, manipulate the exterior things of our existence, but he can certainly guide us through the interior ones.  If we allow him to, God will assist us in detaching from the things we think we need to the things God knows we need. This is the goal of our spiritual lives.  If we succeed in our endeavor and embark upon the quest for tranquility and peace, then the holy nurturing that is brought to our souls will shine forth and when we are faced with the sufferings of others and when we are asked “why,” we can humbly confess that we do not know, and step into their boat to accompany them through their storm.
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