SERMON – EPIPHANY 3
Jonah 3 v 1 – 5, 10

John 2 v 1 – 11

GOD’S PROVIDENCE
We had walked for almost 2 hours and had not seen a single vehicle come by. We were still about 15 miles or so from the town we were staying in, and it was getting late. The idea that we could hitch a lift seemed ever more remote. Within the next hour, the sun would begin to set. We were getting worried. 
That morning we had set off bright and cheerful. We had managed to catch a bus out to a beauty spot, and had thoroughly enjoyed the day. Believe it or not we had visited Shangri-La. Well, it was a themed hotel resort by that name out in the middle of Pakistani-controlled Kashmir. You would have had to have seen it to have believed it – it was in a spectacular spot. Tucked away in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by majestic mountains, it was very impressive. 
But now were worried about getting back to our cheap and nasty backpackers hostel in the nearby town. We weren’t confident about walking along a road in the pitch black for the next 15 miles. Being happy-go-lucky teenagers we had just assumed that one way or another we should be able to catch a lift back. When we didn’t see a single car or van for 2 hours, however, we began to doubt. We decided to pray. We recognised a number of real dangers if we didn’t get picked up. The 3 of us stood round, church goers each of us, and mumbled some anxious words of prayer. 
Two minutes later, a van came towards us. We waved and hoped, and the driver kindly stopped and took us back to town. Each of us acknowledged that God had come to our aid and answered our prayer. A remarkable moment.
But – now I am not so sure. As I have reflected on this incident over the years, I have begun to have my doubts. Here is the main reason why. There are at present hundreds of thousands of people in Pakistani-controlled Kashmir calling out to God to be rescued from atrocious conditions. Many may well be feeling that their prayers are being answered as the aid workers continue to supply them with food and shelter. But most are facing the real likelihood of death in the freezing temperatures. Why will God not answer their prayers? And if God allows them, their children and their old folk to starve and freeze to death, then how can I live with the fact that God chose to send me a handy little pick up when I was a bit scared? I actually would prefer to think that God does not get involved, to thinking that he does. Because at least it would be just. If God really did show more interest in me than in the present crisis, then I am uncertain whether I can conceive of God as good. 

Does God get involved in the daily affairs of the world? Big question! We should be very careful indeed before we come to a conclusion. 
The writers of the Old Testament had a very clear concept of God’s influence. If things went well, God was blessing them. If they went badly, then God was punishing them. Easy really. Nice and straightforward. Everyone could understand that concept. 

The writer of the book of Jonah took it all one step further though. God was about to pass judgement on the people of Nineveh for their wicked vices. But in steps Jonah, fresh from his 3 uncomfortable nights in Hotel Big fish – remember Jonah and the whale? He starts to preach and everyone repents and mends their ways. Here’s the interesting bit – God changes his mind! In fact, the rest of the story focuses on Jonah’s upset at God’s change of heart. He gets quite irate. He had been expecting a front row seat at their annihilation! Earthquakes, invading armies – anything would do. What do you mean you are changing your mind!!
Let us be clear about something at this point. We can never know what is in the mind or purpose of God. We might try and second-guess God, but we can never be so presumptuous as to know how God sees things. When we try to interpret the meaning of events, of circumstances, of chance encounters, we must be humble enough not to saddle God with praise or blame. We can be thankful for good fortune when it comes, and pray for help with problems and disasters when they arise, but we cannot assume they are planned by God. Always we must acknowledge our human limitation. We have only a partial grip on the ways of God.
A Sunday school teacher was asking her children some questions after a series of lessons on God's power and providence. She asked, "Is there anything God can't do?" All were silent. Finally, one boy held up his hand. The teacher, on seeing this, was disappointed that he had missed the point of the lesson. 
She sighed and asked, "Well, what is it you think God can't do?" The boy replied, "He can't please everybody." 

So what can God do? Well, in order to address that we have to face something important about ourselves. We have to talk about fear. Fear is a very underrated human emotion, or perhaps should we say unacknowledged. Fear was there at the very beginnings of our journey with God. The ancient civilisations in the past supposed that they had to placate God. They feared famine, natural disaster and disease. As I said earlier they interpreted their present fortune according to whether they thought God was pleased with them. In many ways we have not yet thrown off the vestiges of that fear in our thinking about God.
Think about it. When do we really get serious about God? More often than not when we are in a tight spot. We call out to God when no-one else can hear. We rely upon God for feelings of peace and security when passing through times of danger. Quite clearly my experience in Kashmir demonstrated just that. We were scared. We resorted to prayer. Apparently the famous Native American leader, Geronimo, once said, “Plenty well, no pray. Big bellyache, heap God”.

We are subject to fears that we can not easily rationalise or face. And it is these fears which influence our thinking about God. They obscure our more objective thinking about God’s purposes in the world. We will have a very slanted view of God if we are too influenced by our fears.

I don’t know whether any of you read the book ‘Touching the Void’. It tells the true story of 2 climbers who made the first ascent of a rather daunting mountain in the Andes. On their way down one of the climbers broke his leg and fell into a crevasse. There was nothing the other climber could do but abandon him. There he was alone in the bowels of a glacier, freezing and in terrible pain. He knew he was going to die. There was no way out. He thought to himself – should I pray? Should I try and make a deal with God, that I will become religious if he gets me out of this one? No, he determined not to. He had not prayed before, and he wasn’t about to start just because he was facing certain death. It would be hypocritical. He would take whatever consequences came his way. Miraculously – and if I use this word in other situations I am happy to use it in this – he found a way out and dragged himself down the rest of the mountain to safety. I have never read of such courage and determination. The story is truly remarkable.

Most of us – and I certainly include myself, would have turned to God and begged for rescue. We cannot but help to fall back on God when we face profound fear. I make no criticism here. Why shouldn’t we fall back on God when we are afraid? What I want to say is that in doing so we are not necessarily saying that we are more likely to have our circumstances miraculously changed for us. We may find the strength to face those circumstances, but we cannot claim that God acts directly on our behalf. Extreme mountain climbers die every year. Some of them may well pray when they face death, others don’t. Praying does not alter their external circumstances. But it may well help their inner self to cope. 
We believe of course that God answers prayer. What might we mean by that? We might well suggest that in opening up to pray, a person allows the spirit of God to change how they are dealing with their circumstances. Doing this is very much likely to be for the good, and may in itself affect the future as it develops. But we cannot know the mind of God sufficient to suggest that God alters the physical laws of nature on our behalf. We have no idea. And indeed, we are safer if we say that God is neutral in such matters.
Perhaps this is sounding like a negative sermon. God doesn’t do this or that. But I have just said that in opening up to God, we find the potential for hope, strength and peace. These are real benefits in times of struggle and fear. They are positive ways in which God works in us in whatever circumstances we find ourselves. We should be courageous enough to recognise the normality of disease, danger and crisis. It is all part of the freedom and dynamism of creation. Whether it be tsunamis. Earthquakes, wars, viruses or car accidents; these are the things we all have to face, and which God makes no promises to prevent. Yet in facing them, we have God at our side, drawing from us the ability to cope, providing for us a greater sense of peace and seeking to bring hope out of imminent disaster.

I will not now say that God provided a van at a handy moment to 3 nervous teenagers. I will say that in praying we found new hope in a bad situation. Thankfully the van did come and we avoided a nasty situation. I just wish that people out in those valleys and hills at the moment find relief in their hour of need. Apparently we could all help to make that more likely. If God is going to answer their prayers it will come from our generosity. 

God has created this vibrant and edgy world. He longs to share with us in our journey through the life he has given. Let us be sure that our prayers are directed in the right way, and that whatever our circumstances, we find God is always with us. Amen.

