Isaiah 43: 1 - 7

Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22

Interrupted by God – Invited by God

Our lectionary readings are full of weather and water today –

Not unlike our summer so far!

Let’s pause and pray as we wonder 

what to make of these words at the start of the new year:

“Lord Holy Spirit

Like the wind you blow where you will

We pause now and ask that we would hear your call to us

- a call that will lead us on into this year with confidence

through Jesus Christ, Amen”

What has weather got to do with God?

Most of us have been disappointed with the weather this summer

does that give us cause to express disappointment with God?

Probably not!

But let’s think it through.

In our Old Testament Reading it at least seems that God is in the elements somehow – keeping company with those going through it,

And saying ‘Fear not!’

In our New Testament Reading about baptism,

the base element of life – water –

Is used to point to a particular kind of life –

A life lived in the conscious company of God.

Natural elements have a habit of interrupting us:

While it is fantastic that our holiday road toll was so low 

It seems that it’s largely due to the weather

Which interrupted our holiday plans – 

there were fewer cars on the road than usual!

A poem by Rachel Bush from the collection called ‘Big Weather: Poems of Wellington’:

Stopping

‘I walked into my office one day and

Stopped.

Ah was the heart speaking,

Ah saying, morning has bust

The day in two and

The wind in the night has brought

Down the bowl of honeyed water for the tui and

Crashed it against the big clay

Vase so its lip is broken.

The garden is assaulted by wind that brings 

Leaves and paper towels and receipts from

Automatic tellers together and

Drives two women, unwilling at the corner of

Molesworth and Pipitea Street, who lurch rush

Into Keith Holyoake, his bronze statue arms.

It is a hurl-arch-sky, rush-whip-you and

Dust-hurt-you day – and entering

The office you are afraid and stop.”

Most of us have experienced Wellington on a day like that.

At its best the wind is exhausting as it roars and pummels.

We long for it to be quiet and to leave us be to walk freely and

Uninterrupted by its challenge.

At its worst wind is frightening.

It threatens to overwhelm as it blows its destructive strength.

We fear being caught in its path

Or we fear having our lives whipped away in its blast.

Like Rachel Bush we are afraid

And stop.

It’s not clear from her poem whether she stops 

because she has reached a refuge when she enters the office,

Or she stops because the thing she fears has paralysed her.

At the start of her lines there is some intimation of a word spoken through the fearful rushing of the wind:

Ah was the heart speaking,

Ah saying, morning has bust

The day in two

This reminds me of some questions I was asked once 

when I was going through a particularly stressful and difficult time:

The questions were 

‘what is God inviting you to through this time?’

‘Where can you find God’s invitation to you at this time?’

I thought they were the oddest questions I’d ever been asked!

And yet they have stayed with me as some of the most useful questions.

They act as useful signposts in the midst of stormy patches

Because they make an assumption that is incredibly reassuring.

They assume that God is there beckoning us on.

They assume that in the middle of stress and difficulty God is with us not only providing company but also showing us the way through into health and wholeness and goodness once more.

Somewhere in the difficulty there is not only a reassuring word

But there is an invitation to life.

All is not lost if we can discern an invitation from God.

I can’t resist just one more poem from Big Weather.

This one is by Gregory O’Brien and it’s called

Contents of a Breeze, Wellington

‘Elaborate forms of urban life, Wellington: swirling trees

aeroplanes pass between, a freshly mownlawn


arriving from

three blocks away.  As Easter Europe heads west,


school parties

raise and lower the Green Belt, a tour bus vacates


the mountainside

and our rubbish bin which disappeared southwards


five days ago

returns, clattering, rolling in the from the north-east.’

I like it!  It might be only a rubbish bin 

But it has its uses - and we miss it.

The power of the wind is such that it takes away

And it returns our paltry treasures.

This is rather reminiscent of Job’s understanding of God 

who gives and takes away.

There’s always a message to be heard if only our ears and hearts are attuned to discern not only the interruption, but what occurs within it.

Here at St John’s in the City,

We have been interrupted.

Graham has left.

We are very aware of the obvious gap.

The challenge is not simply to attend to the gap.

The challenge is to attune our ears and hearts to God’s invitation to us through this interruption.

How is God beckoning us on into the future?

A gap can be as threatening as a gale force wind.

We can rush through it and into our offices and stop in a safe secure refuge.

Or we can battle and struggle with it

And stop in order to make sense of it.

In order to hear God’s fresh invitation to life through it.

Our lives are often interrupted by small things and large:

serious illness can jolt us

a change in circumstances interrupts the flow,

a financial loss or a financial gain threatens our established lifestyle

children leaving or returning home can jar our equilibirium,

as can the birth of a new baby and the interruption of our normal routines

A new job, a promotion, leaving school, changing schools, shifting house, looking for work

· all of these interrupt.

Some we might regard as good interruptions

Others we may interpret as difficult interruptions

Whether we perceive them as positive or negative

There is always the possibility of hearing God afresh through them.

‘what is God inviting you to through this time?’

‘Where can you find God’s invitation to you at this time?’

Our reading from Isaiah is addressed to the nation of Israel

And it reflects on the nation’s history to date.

The waters that they walked through 

is a reference to the Red Sea and to the Jordan 

The first they needed to walk through in order to 

escape death by the Egyptian army;

The second they needed to walk through in order to 

enter the land they had been promised.

Both were ultimately good things because they represented freedom and identity;

But both were also difficult and challenging.

The potential for being overwhelmed was enormous,

But their establishment and consolidation as a people demanded that they keep on walking through.

And they were not drowned.

They were not overwhelmed.

Why?

Because the One who created them 

And called them into being in the first place

was the one who accompanied them on the journey,

through obstacles

and beckoned them on into their future place and identity.

This One knew their name.

This One did not let – would not let them go because

the relationship between Israel and their creator 

was a relationship of love.

Love did not prevent the waters

But love brought them through the waters.

Similarly with fire which in the OT is associated with purification,

And in this instance may reflect the fire of exile.

This was not a nice nor comforting experience

But they were not burned to dross

They were not destroyed by it.

They were brought through it,

Purified,

Cleansed

Sure of their identity

Sure of their God who called them by name.

The Exodus and the Exile were huge challenges

Enormous interruptions,

But they were interruptions through which God spoke

Creative words into the nation of Israel.

Without the Exodus they would never have been a people.

Without the Exile they would never have remembered they belonged to God.

Through these two major interruptions characterised by the elements of water and fire

The nation were liberated to fulfil their destiny and provide a light for the nations.

Baptism is similar.

Baptism is an interruption in the normal flow of life.

It signifies the end of one way of life

And the start of a new way of life.

It’s not unlike the Exodus:

Through baptism we are made aware that we belong to God.

Little Charlize doesn’t know that yet

but Angus and Tamara and the church have promised today 

to nurture her in that knowledge.

So that when other obstacles in life threaten to overwhelm her 

as they do us from time to time

She can hear the words:

Fear not, for I am with you.

I created you and redeemed you. I have called you by name.

You are mine.

These words are very similar to the words heard concerning Jesus’

identity at his baptism.

Scholars argue over exactly when Jesus became aware of his extraordinary mission and calling.

Was it before he was baptized or at his baptism?

I personally believe that he was personally aware of his identity and calling before his baptism

But very clearly in our gospel reading today his baptism 

is the moment of interruption – 

he moment when his life work truly begins.

We tend as human beings not to welcome interruptions.

We are irritated and upset things don’t go according to plan.

This is simply part of the human condition.

But when we learn to ask the odd questions I was asked

Then we will learn how to mine every interruption for its treasure of God’s presence and God’s call:

‘what is God inviting us to through this time?’

‘Where can we find God’s invitation to us at this time?’

