 Sermon 11 July 2010
Deut 30:9-14 (lectionary)

Mark 4:35-41 (chosen for Sea Sunday)

Context:  The day after the ending of the Rothbury standoff and suicide of Raoul Moat.

Opening statement:
Sometimes it is difficult to know where to begin in preparing a service.  This week is one such instance.  Today is Sea Sunday – and it seems very appropriate in this place to observe it, to pray for our seafarers and their families – to acknowledge the hardships of their jobs and to give thanks for what they do.  And yet, as so often happens, our plans are overtaken by the circumstances of our own or others lives.  The decisions we make, or fail to make, impact on other people’s lives – sometimes catastrophically, as we have seen over the past week as the hunt for Raoul Moat continued and came to a very sad end in the early hours of yesterday morning.
As the week went on, I was astounded by some of the things people were prepared to say about Raoul Moat, or at least by the way they were reported by the media.  I’m sure you have seen some of the things in the papers particularly, and I don’t wish to repeat any of the judgmental and inflammatory things that have been said.  I have to say I was shocked by people posting messages of support for him on websites like Facebook.  That was staggering and an indication that some people’s moral compass is severely askew.  Most of all, I have been asking myself, ‘What would Jesus do in this situation?  What would Jesus say?  How would Jesus have reacted?  

I think that Jesus would have shown everyone involved the love and compassion that is at the heart of God.  If as Christians, we are right that Jesus was not just a great human being, but was in fact the Son of God, then we can be sure that Jesus shows us God.  After all, he says, doesn’t he, to one of the disciples, those who have seen me, have seen the Father.  And what we see in Jesus’ behaviour is love, compassion, understanding and righteousness.
Maybe we think we know what love, compassion and understanding are – they are words which get used pretty much every day aren’t they?  
Love – maybe we all know what it is to give and receive love – perhaps we all know the heartache that can come with it as well?
Compassion – a word that’s right at the heart of our faith, a word we see exemplified in the life of Christ, for it means ‘suffering with’.  After all, doesn’t Jesus say from the cross, ‘Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing’?  
Understanding – well, we all try to understand each other, and ourselves, but generally we don’t do a very good job of it, do we?  People are always quick to leap in with a judgment, without taking time to understand.  Understanding means ‘comprehending, grasping with the mind, to take the meaning of, to have a sympathetic and usually tacit, perception of character and aims’ (Chambers Dict..  Jesus always understood a situation fully before he responded to it.  And he understood every person and every situation in a way we cannot approach, because he was and is God.  So does that mean because Jesus loves and understands us, because he has compassion for us, that he is wishy-washy, that he is a pushover in some way?  Hardly.  If you think that, then you have never really read your bible.
What about that last description of Jesus’ behaviour I used?  Maybe you think I have forgotten it?  Righteousness.  Jesus shows us the righteousness of God.  This is a much harder word and not one that gets used very often outside of religious/faith contexts.  It means that our God is a God who acts both justly and mercifully at the same time.  Wrongdoing is called to account but love also prevails.  I’m sure there will be analysis in the next few days of how Raoul Moat got to be the way he was – there will be endless speculation, which may benefit criminologists and psychologists who help the police.  Sadly there will also be lots of people who want to blame others where they think mistakes were made.  This must not obscure that fact that it seems that Raoul Moat shot three people and killed one of them.  They have names too – Chris Brown, Samantha Stobbart, and David Rathband.  They shouldn’t get overlooked.  Killing is wrong, it is never justified.  In the end, Raoul Moat seems to have taken his own life, which takes him beyond the reach of human justice.  I believe that we are all accountable for our own actions, and that he will have to answer to God for the choices he made and the actions he took.  But the word I have used repeatedly in this context is ‘sadly’ – I believe that God is grieved, the very heart of God is grieved when we take such actions, God is grieved when we hurt each other, when we retaliate, God is grieved when instead of trying to understand we stand in judgment over others.  There are no winners here, we are all losers, every single one of us.  As a society we are impoverished and brutalized by what has happened.  We have seen human frailty and our propensity to sin writ large this week.  There will be many judgmental words said and written in the days to come about these terrible events.  Yet if we, if we as Christians, cannot say a word that invites and reflects the light and goodness, the love and compassion, the hope of God into our world, then we had best say nothing.  Sometimes, we are taken into a place where words have no meaning any more – and we can only bring our ragged thoughts humbly before the God who both sees our sinfulness and yet can still forgive us
And so, let us take a moment of quiet together, a pause of silence, not to bring words to God, simply to bring ourselves, and reach out in longing for God’s love, compassion and understanding of our own frailties, and the frailties of others. 
Confession prayer 
As we gather for worship, let us think back

over the last week and ask God’s forgiveness for the times we have forgotten or hurt God and upset and let down those we see each day.  
Father God, we ask your forgiveness for the times we have let you down by our thoughts, words and actions. 
Lord in your mercy… Grant us your forgiveness.

Father God, we ask your forgiveness for the times we forget how you look after us, care for us and provide for us.

Lord in your mercy… Grant us your forgiveness.

Father God, we ask your forgiveness for the times we forget our need of others and we hurt our friends and families. 
Lord in your mercy… Grant us your forgiveness.

Minister: God’s word promises that when we confess our sins to God, he is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and wrongdoing. May each one of us know his peace and forgiveness today and every day. Amen

Sermon:

Our readings this morning are for Sea Sunday, but I hope they also have something very powerful to say to us in the light of these recent events.  

In my bible, this passage in Deut. is subtitled, “exhortation to choose life” – this is God encouraging us to commit ourselves to following God’s way, a way that is not too hard, nor too far away.  Instead it is, as the passage says, ‘the word is very near you’.  And it is in submitting to God’s will for us, that paradoxically we find that in God service there is perfect freedom.  These verses are part of the covenant, God’s promise to us in the Old Testament that God will never abandon us.  That covenant, Christians believe, is fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.  And on this Sea Sunday, I have chosen for us the gospel in which Jesus calms the storm.  When we feel life is stormy all about us, can we put our trust in God?  Can we have faith, as Jesus asks us to, that we can rely on God? In this moment, Jesus stills the storm for them.  Don’t take this to mean that when life is stormy for you, one prayer to Jesus and all will be peaceful again.  That’s not how it works.  For those disciples, at that moment, Jesus stilled the storm to show them who he was, to demonstrate his divinity.  But on most occasions, when we ask God to take out of a difficult situation, the answer to prayer is not miraculous change, but the encouragement and strength to hang on in there – to keep going – and maybe to know the peace which passes understanding, perhaps a bit like the quiet at the eye of the hurricane.
Or as the hymn puts it: ‘Will your anchor hold?’  Have you put your life’s anchor into something that will not fail, God’s love?  I have to say I didn’t know this hymn til I came here – I’ve always lived 50 miles or so inland, and sea songs don’t mean much so much there – but the words, although very Victorian, pose us a basic question and answer.  The verses say, can you trust in God, and the choruses reply, yes, we are followers of Christ, we have our anchor not just let down, but fastened, ‘grounded firm and deep in the Saviour’s love.’  So today, as we gather to pray for the sea-faring community, and to commend them to God’s safe keeping always, let us ask ourselves, where is our anchor?  Are we rooting ourselves in the love of God, shown so perfectly to us in Christ?  Or are we simply expecting Christ to be our miracle-worker, someone to save us from difficulties, a sort of magic, rabbit-out-of-a-hat sort of God.  If that’s the sort of God we want, then we are going to be disappointed.  
But if we want a God that we can really expect to be the rock into which we put our anchor down – someone to hold on to when life is buffeting us and the storms are at their very worst, then we will NOT be disappointed.  

There have been many people whose lives have been severely buffeted this week past, people who have suffered what Shakespeare termed, ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’.  Some of them have not survived.  Some have departed this life in fear and anger.  There are families in our part of the world whose lives are changed for ever, and there are people who are suffering greatly because of the events they have been caught up in.  For them the storms continue.  Let us commend them to God’s safekeeping as Sam leads us in our prayers.  
Amen.

