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Readings for Day Jeremiah 31:7-14; Ephesians 1:3-14; John 1:10-18

During the past few days, as I have talked with family, friends and parishioners, they have expressed to me their shock, horror, and inability to comprehend the consequences of the tsunami and resulting earthquakes that swept through the Indian Ocean, and devastated  those countries 

closest to it.  Many people have been in shock, feel dazed and overwhelmed, by the enormity of the loss of life, the destruction of entire communities, and the task that lies ahead of relief work, 

and the rebuilding and re-construction that will take generations to achieve.  The magnitude of what has happened is simply too big for many of us  to begin to grasp or comprehend.  So, many people have ceased to listen to the ongoing reports as the number of dead have increased, while others watch everything and anything that might help them to get a handle on what is happening.  All of us have our different responses but none of us are exempt from being affected by such world shaping history in the making.

So, as we gather in worship today,  we can’t help but remember before God, the mounting numbers of dead, the children, parents, and relatives that have died as the raging tidal waves swept them away.  The scenes we have all witnessed on newscasts or read in the papers do not begin to describe the anguish being felt by survivors.  The epic proportions of this natural disaster means that it is possible that we, though far away, may know people who were there or had loved ones there.  2005 begins for many people, throughout the world, in sorrow, and it will be years, if ever, before some have their lives restored. 

While natural disasters often trouble us, it is particularly sad when they occur at a time like Christmas, New Year, when we expect to feel hopeful and excited about the future.  What are we to do when we are confronted by such disasters?  What are we to say about God in the wake of such tragedy?  One newspaper report put it this way – “when a bomb explodes, we can vent our anger on the people who planted it – but what can you say or feel about a human tragedy on this scale that is nobody’s fault?”

God always promises us an abiding presence with us.  God never promises we will be exempt from harm.  The people of the Indian Ocean basin are no more or less under God’s abiding love than we are.  We believe that God cares about all creation and seeks to redeem it.  It is precious to God.

While we struggle to comprehend the hundreds of thousands of dead, God mourns the loss of each and every single life.

So our first response, is appropriately one of sorrow and grief. We offer prayers for the bereaved families and ask God to take into God’s arms those who are dead.  A prayer from the Book of Common Prayer’s burial office says it well,  

Help us we pray, in the midst of things we cannot understand, to believe and trust in the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, and the resurrection of life everlasting  BCP, p.481

One of the difficulties we face when confronted with such tragedy,  is the powerlessness we often feel, for we are reminded forcefully of the limits of our humanity.  A sense of paralysis can overwhelm us because the task seems just too big, we don’t know what to do, and we are so easily persuaded that whatever we do, will be just a drop in the bucket.

Nevertheless we can do something, 

And we must.

Providing relief to those who have lost everything and have to rebuild from nothing is something we can do.  The early church recognised the need to provide for the welfare of others in distress, 

and we can do no less.  After the initial shock, it’s been encouraging to witness the global response of aid, and support that is beginning to arise around the world.

Aid Agencies have girded their loins as it were, and have gone into action.  Christian world service, the New Zealand Aid Agency of the Anglican Church is one such agency, 

and you will find details of how to give to people from the Indian basin through this agency,

on the back of your newssheet this morning.  

Perhaps one of the encouraging things to witness at this time are the creative responses to this crisis that are emerging – within New Zealand our own government, has declared that it will match

dollar for dollar every donation given; Telecom has declared that it will credit customers 

for all calls made to the affected areas; Mayor Bob Harvey of the Waitakere Council

has announced that he will donate the $2,000 left in his discretionary mayoral fund and match it with a personal donation, in the hope that other Mayors will follow suit; Supermarket stores are assisting the Red Cross by asking Customers to “donate a dollar” with the amount added to the shopping bill and on it goes..

Paul, in the letter to the Ephesians reminds us in a song of praise of the awesome things 

that God has done, God has–chosen, destined, bestowed, redeemed, forgiven, lavished upon us every spiritual blessing. He has revealed his son to all, and we are some of those gathered together in worship throughout the world because we have received and believed in his Son.

Today, we gather, in the security of safety, in the knowledge and relief that our lives, our homes,

our communities are relatively unaffected, and many of us are giving thanks to God for that.

But let’s not stop there.

Our New Zealand Prayer Book states God is good, God is generous (p 110)

One of the things being asked of us today, is to be lavish in our generosity towards these countries,

these children, families, and communities that have born the brunt of this disaster.

and to keep on being generous in the days and years that lie ahead -  

Generous in our giving,

Generous in our praying,

Generous in our thinking.

Generous in our listening.

We are called to reflect the nature and character of the God we adore,

God is good, God is generous.

So let us give in every way we can,

As individuals, and as a church, holding nothing back.

In our collect we prayed to God who wonderfully created and yet more wonderfully restored the dignity of human nature. This dignity is also echoed in the Baptismal Covenant when we promise to strive for justice and peace among all people and respect the dignity of every human being. 

It is dignity which makes us human, and also call us to mourn its loss when disaster or war erases it from human life.  One of the most distressing things about the magnitude of this disaster is the speed in which people have to be buried in order to prevent the onslaught of disease and infection. 

The rapidity of burial gives little to no opportunity for people to say farewell, to grieve, to mourn their loss – pastorally this will have long term ramifications for those who have survived.

We are reminded by this disaster of the uncertainty of that life and of our dependence on God to preserve our souls. Living as if we believe it, mourning and sharing with our brothers and sisters 

who have lost so much, and recalling our faith that God will see us through these trials are ways in which we can help restore dignity to all humanity.

Now is the time to pray for those who are bereaved.  Now it is time to generously give out of our abundance to those in need.  Now is the time to remember with thanks all that God has done for us.

Let us spend a minute in silence for those who have died, those known, and those not yet known to us, and for those who mourn today as a result of the earthquake and the resulting Tsunami. 

SILENCE for one minute.
O merciful Father,

who has taught us in your holy word that you do not willingly afflict or grieve the children

of women and men: Look with  compassion upon the sorrows of all whom our prayers are offered. 

Remember them, O Lord, in your mercy, nourish their souls with patience, comfort them with a sense of your goodness, lift up your countenance upon them and give them peace, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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