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Mark 4:35-41


A couple of weeks ago, I lost my purse.  It had my wallet, my phone and all my keys inside, so it was a pretty big deal to lose it.  I was worried about it, but Dan checked all our credit card records on line, and he could see that the card hadn’t been used by anyone else.  So, he wasn’t particularly worried.  He told me that I had probably misplaced it within the house (something I’ve done before) and went on with the weekend.  I found this aggravating!  I much preferred Linda Herring’s response.  When she and I met on Tuesday morning (at that point, my purse had been lost for four days) I told her what had happened, and she was genuinely alarmed.  “Oh you must be beside yourself with worry,” she said.  “If I were you, I would be able to focus on anything.  You must be so upset!”  I felt so much better when Linda said all of this, and I suddenly realized what I had been missing.  It’s not that fun to be anxious and worried, but it is so much better when someone else can get anxious right along with you.


So when it came time to read this week’s scripture with our Worship Task Group, I really had ears to hear.  After we read the scripture together, Florence wondered, “Why did the disciples feel it was so important to wake Jesus up in the midst of this storm?  Clearly, they don’t expect him to be able to calm the storm, because when he does they are completely surprised.  So what do they want him to do?  Steer the boat?  Aren’t they more experienced with boats than he is?  They’re fishermen—what kind of help do they expect from a carpenter?”  But given my recent experience, I knew exactly why the disciples wanted to wake Jesus up.  They want him to be just as anxious, just as worried and worked up as they are.  Anxiety loves company—have you ever noticed that?  We love to spread it around.


But Jesus has no interest in buying what they have to sell.  He refuses to catch their anxiety.  Somehow, he resists their anxiety and the storming sea that seems to be a natural expression of what the disciples are feeling inside the boat.  How does he do that?

He does it, in a word, by being a “non-anxious presence”.  Is that phrase familiar to you?  It was coined by Edwin Friedman, a rabbi and family therapist who brilliantly diagnosed the way in which groups of people—including congregations—relate using family systems theories of human behavior.  According to Friedman, if you’re going to understand why people behave the way they do, you need to consider not just their personalities or their values or their beliefs, but also they systems in which they are acting—the family, the team, the workplace, the congregation, etc.  

Systems are very effective at spreading anxiety.  If there’s someone within the system—in the family or the workplace or the church—who has a big problem, who is acting up in some way, the entire system can become anxious as a result.  A shorthand way to describe this is the t-shirt I once saw which read, “If mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy!”


Now, there are ways to make sure that we don’t catch the anxiety of the system we may find ourselves in.  The one that usually comes to mind first is to leave, to exit, to refuse to spend time with our family or take time off from our team or quit our church and go find a new one.  But leaving isn’t the only way to fend off an anxious system.  Friedman suggests that there is another way—a way that has the power to transform whatever system we’re in.  He calls it being a “non-anxious presence”.  That is when we choose to be present, but choose as well not to participate in the anxiety of those around us.  When we do this, Friedman says, it’s like we become resistors within an electrical circuit.  We slow down the charge that’s running through the whole system.


But how do we do that?  How can we be a non-anxious presence within an anxious system?  The key, Friedman says, is to be “self-differentiated”.  We have to have a clear sense of who we are, in our own selves, outside of the system.  I don’t let myself be entirely defined by my family or my work place or my church.  I am present to others, but aware that I am, fundamentally, someone different from them.


When I am trying to be a non-anxious presence, I have found it helpful to remember the most fundamental lesson I learned as when I was taking lifeguard training.  I had always imagined that lifeguard jumped into the pool and swam out to get you if you were drowning.  To my surprise, the lesson they drilled into us over and over during training was to never, ever get into the pool if there’s any way you can help it.  It turns out you have the greatest chance of saving a drowning person if you can stand at the side of the pool or the side of the lake and throw something to the drowning person that they can grab a hold of.  Lifeguards only get into the water as an extreme last resort.  Why?  Because drowning people have a strong tendency to drown anyone near them—they grab hold of them and push them under as they try to catch their own breath.


There’s a pretty good connection between lifeguarding and life.  If we’re interacting with someone who is really upset, really panicked, really overwhelmed, it is incredibly helpful to maintain some sense of separation between that person and ourselves.  We want to reach out to them, to make a connection with them, but we have to be careful not to just jump in and start panicking with them.  

That’s what Jesus is able to do in the story we just heard.  He’s present to the situation—at least after the disciples wake him us—but he is not himself panicked by the storm that is raging around them.  He doesn’t get “caught” in the storm, either figuratively or literally, the storm that might not just be a meteorological phenomena, but in the case of this story also an expression of the intense anxiety of the community of disciples at this point in Jesus’ ministry.

Now, up to this point, we’ve mostly been discussing this story in psychological terms.  But I think that this discussion also has theological implications.  When we come to the Bible with ethical questions, when we come to these texts looking for guidance about how we should make decisions, how we should behave, we tend to go straight to the places where Jesus sounds most like us.  We want to find passages where we can relate to him, connect to him, so that we can understand our lives through his.  

So, when we encounter a scripture that seems to focus on the part of Jesus that is NOT like us, the part that is Other, the part that is different, the part that’s transcendent, we figure that’s not the part that is going to give us ethical guidance.  We might appreciate these scriptures but we don’t, in general, think that they teach us anything about how to live our lives.

But I want to suggest that the transcendent quality of God, the OTHER-ness of Jesus Christ, does have bearing on my life.  If I’m in relationship with a God who is not totally contained within me, a God who expands to anther world beyond me, that NOT-ME part of God gives me ground to stand on that is outside the systems of my own life.  The transcendence of God, the otherness of Christ become like the side of the swimming pool for the lifeguard.  It’s a place that is steady in the midst of a chaotic, anxious system.  When I connect to God there, I can throw a lifeline back into the system without getting dragged in myself.

This is a story of a miracle performed by Jesus but it is also the story of our life.  When we ground ourselves in Christ, when we invite him to live in and through our lives, we approach the systems in which we live differently.  When we are more grounded, less anxious, it does affect the whole world around us.  The seas will calm and the storms will cease.  Amen.
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