MORNING PRAYER:  Wednesday 31 May 2017
Readings: Psalm 113, p 455 Prayer Book; Zephaniah 3.14-18, page 946 pew Bible; Romans 12.9-16(17-21), page 1139 pew Bible.
 

Theme: Living in the shadow of terrorism
 

At first glance our readings this morning are a preacher’s dream – a psalm calling us to praise God, Zephaniah’s promise of no more fear, and Paul’s recipe for good Christian living.  One ought to be able to make a good homily out of that lot.  And yes, I probably could; but would it really be an adequate message after the last week was dominated by the dreadful bombing in Manchester and a whole week of the aftermath knocking even the election campaign off the headline news?
 

There is no doubt that God does want us to praise Him and he has certainly given us much to praise him for.  The Psalmist invokes us to praise God from the rising of the sun to the setting of it, but is it really possible to praise 24/7 or at least through all our waking hours?  And is it right to do so?
 

Surely we can’t praise God for 22 children and young people mindlessly killed and many, many others injured or traumatised?  And then we read in Zephaniah: Never again will you fear any harm (3.15).  Can that possibly make sense when the Government, recognising people’s natural fears, puts hundreds of troops on the streets to protect us?  Or should we just trust God and not take any practical measures using the abilities and provisions he has given us?
 

Zephaniah followed his promise ‘Never again will you fear any harm’ with ‘On that day they will say to Jerusalem, “do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands hang limp.,  The Lord your God is with you he is mighty to save.  He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing”.’  Zephaniah was writing in the period between the fall of Ninevah and the Babylonian invasion and his prophecy is thought to refer to the time of the Messiah – ie Jesus.  
 

And it is to Jesus that we turn to calm our fears.  However much we might take to heart his words that we have no need to worry, in reality most of us do worry and have fears which are quite understandable.  We worry about the safety of our loved ones, we worry if one of them is ill, we would be totally callous if we were not concerned about the terrible things that are happening in the world and wish we could do something to bring about a better society.
 

Turning back to Zephaniah he says: The Lord your God is with you … he will quiet you with his love.  Perhaps it is the image we get of God in Psalm 23 that is more helpful in times like last week: Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me, your rod and your staff they comfort me. (v4).  It is that image of Jesus being with us as our shepherd and our guide that is more helpful at times of stress and worry.  
 

Many of us are familiar with the poem ‘Footsteps in the sand’ by Mary Stevenson, in which she talks about two sets of footsteps in the sand, but at times there is only one set.  At the end of the poem the author asks the Lord why there were only one set at times and he replies: ‘My precious child I love you and would never leave you.  During your times of trial and suffering, when you see only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.’
 

This is a very helpful image to take with us in these troubled times.  Jesus walks alongside us every step of the way, but when it gets really tough he just picks us up and carries us.  
 

Paul’s message in our reading from Romans contains much that helps us as we look back on last week.  He tells us to be devoted to each other in brotherly love.  It was notable that in Manchester, the effect of the bombing was to bring the entire city together in brotherly and sisterly love, with the Bishop and the Iman standing together and encouraging sharing, both emphasising that both Christianity and Islam are based on a God of love.  
 

Paul tells us to be joyful in hope, patient in affliction and faithful in prayer.  It is perhaps too early for the people of Manchester to be ‘joyful in hope’ but perhaps that sentiment is expressed in their determination not to be overcome by evil but to pull together.  These people have certainly shown patience in affliction.  And they have taken to heart many of the Christian attributes that Paul is commending, whether or not they have any faith Christian, Muslim or none.  They have obeyed his command to mourn with those who mourn – as has the whole nation.  They have obeyed the command to practise hospitality – one example was the taxi driver on Songs of Praise who spent the night giving free rides to people needing to get to hospitals to see loved ones.  
 

Paul commands us to be faithful in prayer.  The people of Manchester have been drawn together in prayer – whatever their religion or none.  One man on Songs of Praise said he didn’t believe in God but just prayed to anyone who was listening – I’m sure God was.  
 

The people of Manchester have instinctively obeyed Paul’s recipe for Christian living because a disaster has drawn them together.  But we should follow it without being involved in a disaster, however horrified we were by it, because we believe that Jesus wants us to show his love.
 

The more difficult parts of this passage for us are those where we are told how to deal with evil.  In verse 9 Paul tells us to hate what is evil and cling to what is good.  Good advice we think.  But if we had read on to the end of the chapter we would have read ‘Do not repay anyone evil for evil. (v 17)  Do not take revenge but leave room for God’s wrath … If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.   (v19).  How do we cope with statements like these?  It is only natural that we want the perpetrators of the Manchester bombing brought to justice and surely that is right?  Yes, at the end of time it will be God who judges everyone, but surely we have a right to judge those who do wrong in the meantime?  
 

The idea of feeding your hungry enemy and giving him something to drink if he is thirsty is that he is so shocked by being shown love instead of revenge it will change him.  Paul ends this passage with ‘Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’  There is certainly no point in repaying tragic death with more tragic death, but we need to find ways of justice that help people to reform by being shown love, or at least respect, instead of hatred.  Not easy to achieve, but at least we have a system of justice that seeks to be fair and a prison system that offers chances for people to reform.  Although not always the case, there have been some remarkable examples of people completely changing after doing some of the most heinous crimes. 
 

Without having any idea of what would happen last week, the Archbishop of Canterbury called the churches to a special period of prayer between Ascension Day last Thursday and Pentecost this coming Sunday.  Paul calls on us to be faithful in prayer.  Yes, we will make a special effort over this period of prayer Justin Welby has called for, but we need to keep that up over the following days, weeks, months and years for the rest of our earthly lives.  Whatever else we can or can’t do to help those in Manchester and ensure that such tragedies don’t happen again, we can pray confident that God does listen and that he will answer our prayers in his own way in his own time. 
 

(10 mins) 
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