I wonder how we are all coping with the constant barrage of information about the effects of the Tsunami?

What are we thinking?

How are we feeling?

What words can we use as we pray?

Where is God in it all?

Where is God in any natural disaster?

Today we will begin to address some of these questions.

But as a preamble let me say two things:

Firstly:

These questions take us down many 

philosophical and theological paths.  

One sermon cannot address all the questions

in any way that is deeply satisfying.  

Prepare for disappointment!

Secondly:

God’s ways are not our ways.  

God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.  

We often put onto God our own logic, 

our own ways of loving, 

our own ways of fixing. 

And then we wonder why God doesn’t comply 

to our recipes of how things should be done.  

God is beyond us.  

To many of our questions there are no answers.  

C. S Lewis once wrote that some of our questions 

to God cannot be answered 

because they are not really questions.

They are non-questions!

For instance, we cannot answer the question

“What shape is yellow?”

Nor can we answer the question

“what colour is round?”

Some questions cannot be answered because 

They are non-questions!

And yet, we are called to relationship with God.  

We are called to trust the One who is faithful 

despite our questions, despite our doubts

and despite the trauma. 

The Old Testament character Job understood something of this when he said:  

“Though he slay me, yet will I trust him!”

That’s by way of preamble.

We have read of the baptism of Jesus:

It’s the lectionary reading of the day.

We have prayed the Lord’s Prayer:

It’s our habit to do so.

We are all appalled at the effects of the Tsunami:

And so we should be!

Is there anything useful that these three things

have to say to one another?

Baptism, The Lord’s Prayer, and the Tsunami.

Maybe.

Let’s weave our thoughts and feelings around each of them 

for a few minutes.

Firstly, baptism:

Baptism is an initiation rite.

It marks the beginning of something new.

But that new beginning is not out of the blue.

Nor is it necessarily easy.
The new beginning of baptism costs.

It costs everything a person has.

It costs the end of a way of life.

The baptism that John the Baptist carried out

Was very likely baptism by immersion. 

Immersion symbolises the death of the old life in the water

in which the initiate was immersed and submerged,

and the rising to new life 

as the initiate emerged from the water.

We usually understand baptism as a symbol of 

grace and cleansing,

acceptance, welcome and love.

But more significantly for us today

Baptism is also a symbol of death and life.
Death of an old life left behind in the water.

Death of previous commitments.

Death of an old way of being(a previous way of living(
and a rising to new life and new commitments.

John the Baptist called people to repent:

To change their minds.

To turn their lives around,

and to be baptized as a symbol of their commitment

 to a  new way of living that put God first.

Jesus’ life didn’t need to turn around(
he already put God first(
but nevertheless he submitted to baptism 

so that all righteousness would be fulfilled.

By submitting to baptism Jesus begins to walk 

the way of the cross.

Here, for the first time, 

Jesus publicly takes on the role of representative human being:
All people need to experience death of the self 

if that self is not committed to God.

All people need to experience new life of the self 

that is connected with and reconciled to God.

As our representative, Jesus acknowledges this.
For him, at his baptism,

the cost has begun.

And for us(when we are baptised(we are also ‘dead’

in a manner of speaking.

We are dead to the old inward-looking and inward-seeking ‘self’

and alive to the new outward-looking ‘self’ in Christ.

Baptism, then, lies at the centre of the Christian faith:

Christians are familiar with 

and committed to a death that costs everything.

In popular parlance that concept lives on.

We sometimes speak of someone in a new job undergoing 

a baptism of fire.

We understand that to mean that their initiation 

has been overwhelming to the point where 

they might not have made it.

They might have been ‘burnt alive,’ so to speak, 

or drowned or fallen over, 

and yet they have emerged alive and well 

and have proven they are competent for the job at hand.  

These sayings and images have their roots in actual experience.

And we’d prefer them to remain sayings and images!

The experience is horrifying!

Overwhelming.

The experience means that people’s physical lives are lost,

And for those who survive 

they often survive only to have re-build from scratch.

It is this that appalls.
It is this that leaves us without adequate language 

to express our feelings.

All we know is that 

this thing that has happened 

is truly full of dread.

How would we fare if an earthquake of that magnitude hit us?

· Or if our homes and families were devastated?

· If our communities were shattered in the way we have seen on TV these last ten days?

We imagine(We empathise.

We give.

We pray.

But we do not and cannot understand.

Nevertheless we observe with admiration and respect 

as the slow task of clearing the rubble 

and re-building begins.

And we pray that death will give way to life.

We pray that the death of families, 

communities and infrastructures 

and whole ways of life

will give rise to new creations,

new ways of being.

The image of baptism doesn’t answer our questions,

but it does assure us 

that at the heart of our faith

is an acceptance of the harsh reality of death

and a trust in the creativity of God and people 

to rebuild and restore and re-create.

What about the Lord’s Prayer.

Is there any help for us here?

Since coming to St John’s various ones have asked me about 

the different versions of the Lord’s Prayer.

Usually the questioner has a preference for one version 

over another.

And usually there is a question about one particular phrase that is expressed differently in the various versions.

Today we have a brief look at one of these phrases:

Traditionally we prayed:

“Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.”

That sentence and that version of the prayer 

doesn’t help us with understanding the Tsunami.

No moral temptation caused the Tsunami.

Nor was the Tsunami ‘evil’ in any moral sense.

There is nothing moral or immoral in a natural disaster,

or in what was once termed ‘an act of God.’

(Unless, that is, you choose to apply human morality to God!)

Incidentally, if you’d like to explore that particular term 

you could do worse than watch the video called

‘The Man who sued God.’

The insurance company wouldn’t pay out on his boat 

that was wrecked in a storm.

They said it was ‘an act of God.’

Instead of suing the insurance company 

The man decided to sue God,

and therefore God’s representatives – the church.

It is a thought-provoking movie 

and also highly entertaining 

IF you can cope with Billy Connelly as an actor!

So, ‘Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil’ doesn’t help us a whole lot in this particular instance.

Nor does the version of the Lord’s prayer we have sung this morning.

It revises that sentence to:

“Do not put us to the test, but deliver us from evil.”

When we pray ‘do not put us to the test’

We are asking that God not to do something which God might do.

We infer that God directly causes the test

but we would prefer that not to happen 

and so we ask God to not make it happen.

None of us would want, I think, to say that God directly caused the Tsunami!

Certainly the Tsunami is testing people’s faith

But that is not why the Tsunami happened.

The testing of faith is a by-product not a primary cause!

Let’s think for a moment about the meaning of this version of the Lord’s prayer.

Do not put us to the test.

There’s the suggestion that it is through tests 

that we grow and develop in faith

and we should not be asking God to save us from growth.

While that might be true

I think the prayer is along the same lines as when we say we wouldn’t want our worst enemy 

to go through what we’ve been through.

Certainly, by God’s grace,

some of us sometimes grow in character and faith 

through the testing times we encounter.

But if we are honest,

the fruit of every test in our lives is not always grace!

Sometimes we become embittered,

or our faith becomes weaker,

or we lose valued friendships,

so please God don’t not put me to the test(
 I am not confident that I’ll come through it well( 

but deliver me from the evil that surrounds me



and that just might result from your testing me!

Now when it comes to Tsunamis and suchlike

the contemporary version of the prayer which we often say

 
is the most helpful.

It asks God to do two things:
To save us from the time of trial

AND

To deliver us from evil.

These can be interpreted as two different things.

A trial that we don’t want to undergo but may have to,

AND moral evil that we know we need God’s deliverance from.

The time of trial is rendered neutral in terms of cause.

It is not identified as coming directly from God.

Trials come and trials go.

They are part of life and death.

They are part of the world we live in,

part of the planet earth on which we build our communities.

But, please God, 

save us from them 

because trials are difficult 

and we often find ourselves devastated by them.

‘Save us from the time of trial’

assumes that a) there is a time of trial

and b) God can be appealed to as Saviour.
· The Tsunami is a time of terrible trial.

· Many have not been saved(many more may yet die.

· God is still Saviour.

· The created world lives in between the inauguration of the Kingdom of God and its final completion.

· Until such time there will be trials(and so we pray for the consummation of salvation.

· Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as in heaven.

· Amen.

