Sermon - St Chads
10am Sunday 5 June 2016

Readings

1 Kings 17v8-17-24; Gal 1v11-24; Luke 7v11-17

Prayer – May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer.  AMEN.  
Even children worry about death.  

Friends of mine have a child aged six who announced the other day that she ‘doesn’t believe in God anymore’.  Her parents asked why.  She said she had prayed and prayed last year for her friend who had cancer and he had died.  So how could there be a God?  
My friends were stumped – all their normal arguments seemed useless.  How could explaining our hope of resurrection make sense to a six year old?  Her faith which had seemed so strong and simple had been knocked, and she had worked out her own conclusion.  The parent’s biggest anxiety was now, ‘well, is that it, then?  Will she ever give God another chance?’
Many adults are afraid to talk with children about death. However, children are confronted with the concept of death often, be it from the falling leaves in autumn to the passing away of a beloved pet. And if they don't have the opportunity to work out for themselves how to respond to this limit set to our humanity, then the child is completely unprepared when something much more heart-breaking occurs, like the death of a grandparent, or even a friend. 

[Children definitely deal with the same big issues that we do like death and aloneness and finding meaning and purpose in our lives], but express many of their thoughts non-verbally. This is due to their language development, which has yet to reach a level that allows them to share more of their thoughts with words.

Children learn best while playing. (If you ever tried to teach a child maths or a foreign language, you know they respond a lot better to a game than to a worksheet!) When children play "house" or Star Wars, they work out possibilities. They do the same when playing with God.  
This is part of the theory behind Godly Play, a Montessori based way of giving children a Christian language that helps them learn to talk about these big issues.  I love Godly Play and try to encourage people to experience it for themselves – even adults find it helpful!
Life and death are the ultimate polarities of human condition.  We have no control over them.  Death is always outrageous, even when it is the kindest outcome for pain or distress.  The bereaved are left with immense sadness and there is an empty hole that cannot be filled.  You here at St Chads’ are still missing dear gentle John Milner so much.

Has the death of someone we have prayed for ever knocked our faith?  When we pray and God doesn’t seem to answer the way we expect, it can shake our belief in prayer, and sometimes in God, too.  The problem of unanswered prayer is as old as the hills.  Maybe we buy into the illusion that we are able to influence the outcome the way we want by prayer.  Prayer is important but I think it is more complicated than that.  I will come back to that later.
Two of our readings today were about the death of a child, and about God’s miraculous intervention to restore life.  
The raising of the son of the widow of Nain in Luke’s gospel has many parallels with the story in our reading from 1 Kings when Elijah prayed for the son of the widow in Zarephath.  Of all the gospel writers, Luke is the one who mentions Elijah the most, and who considers the prophets Elijah and Elisha important for understanding who Jesus and John the Baptist were.
The many similarities in these two stories are extensive, so perhaps the differences must also be deliberate.
  Let us look at four of them
First, in both stories, the death occurs to the son of a widow.  Luke adds that he was ‘her only son’ which makes it more poignant.  In her society, a woman was totally dependent on her male relatives for shelter and food and the necessities of life, so without a husband or a son, she had no income or support.  
Second, Luke records Jesus’ compassion for the widow.  We are not told if Elijah was acting from compassion, although perhaps he was.  We know he was aware that God’s reputation in the eyes of this foreign woman might be negatively affected if God didn’t act to restore the boy to life.  
Third, in 1 Kings, we see Elijah crying out to the Lord, and stretching himself out on the child’s body three times, praying for his life to be restored.  On the other hand, in Luke, Jesus speaks a simple authoritative command, “Young man, I say to you, rise”.  We see power of Jesus’ words.
Finally, the response to the miracles differs, but in each case the response is in two parts: first, about the identity of Elijah or Jesus, and second, about the authenticity of God’s work.  
In the Old Testament story, it is the non-Israelite woman who says, ‘Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your mouth is truth’.  
In Luke, the crowd says, ‘a great prophet has risen among us’.  For Luke, Jesus was a prophet, but also greater than all the prophets.   The second response of the crowd is “God has looked favourably on his people”.  The raising of the widow of Nain displayed God’s favour on Israel, although as the early church discovered, God also included the Gentiles in his mercy and favour (Acts 15v14).   Elijah, too, experienced that.
In both these readings we see a desperately tragic situation when a child has died.  God’s compassionate response in these situations was to restore life.  
God does not always do that, but his love is still steadfast and everlasting.  We need to hang onto that.  Here Elijah’s prayer is answered, and Jesus’ word is effective.  And God received the credit and the praise.  
In our other reading, from the letter to the Galatians, we hear that Paul’s about-face, his conversion from persecutor to apostle, leads to God being glorified.  Paul is careful to ensure that the credit doesn’t go to the human leaders of the early church, but to Jesus.  
So let us return to the problem of unanswered prayer.
Prayer is not magic.  When we say Amen, we are not using it like a magic spell, like ‘abracadabra’.  What is important is that we remember who it is that we are praying to. The important thing about prayer is that is it our way of communicating with God – who is far greater than we can imagine.  
Metropolitan Anthony Bloom said, 
“It is very important to remember that prayer is an encounter and a relationship[ …].  The fact that God can make Himself present or can leave us with the sense of His absence is part of this live and real relationship.” 

Our relationship with God is more important than the things we desire or ask for, however desperate or urgent we feel about them.  As we share our concerns with God on open hands, we make room for God to come closer to us.  
Even if we don’t get the answers to prayer that we desperately want, we may still recognise God at work in our situations.  We may experience his presence in less dramatic ways – for example, in the unexpected kindness of others.  

William Temple, former Archbishop of Canterbury, said, “When I pray, coincidences happen, and when I don't, they don't.”
Prayer is a kind of dialogue with God.   I like to think of it as a bit like playing - working out the possibilities with someone Wiser and more loving than me.  God would not be God if he always did what I want or what you want.  He is uncontainable – and sometimes uncomfortable.  

Maybe that is why prophets can be uncomfortable to have around, too, because they are God’s messengers.  Elijah and Paul and even Jesus had hard things to say to some people.  But when we sense God’s presence in our lives, our natural responses will include awe or fear, wonder or praise.  When we sense that One who is greater than all the prophets is here, 
 we cannot help but give him the glory.  
Prayer:  Almighty God, we thank you that you have power over life and death and you bestow on us many blessings.  Your greatest gift is our relationship with you.  You want us to come to you as your beloved children, to bring our joys and concerns to you and to leave them in your loving hands.  Help our trust in you to grow day by day.  In the name and for the sake of Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Amen.
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