God is our help  - in a time of fiery trial
(Preached All Saints Anglican, Clayton, 15 February)

Reading: Psalm 46

When my children were younger, their favourite book was ‘Who sank the boat?’ It didn’t matter whether it was read at bedtime or after a meal – they loved its suspense. The book tells an amusing story of five friends: a donkey, a cow, a sheep, a pig and a mouse who all decide to go for a ride in a rowing boat together on a lake. First, the biggest animal gets in (the cow), then the donkey, until to smallest with each new entrant tipping the boat and causing it to sit lower and lower in the water. Guess who gets in last? And guess who sinks the boat. (The mouse) But who is responsible? It was all the different animals – the donkey, the cow, the sheep, the pig and even the mouse. 

Natural disasters like bushfires last weekend raise the question: who is responsible? What caused the fire to have such a devastating impact? Was it the weather? Was it the council who prevented the clearing of trees? Was it the policy of the DSE who didn’t do enough fuel reduction? Was it the owner who built in the bush? In the end, it is a theological issue though. Is God responsible? Should we blame God? Perhaps he is punishing us? I don’t believe we should see these recent events as God’s punishment of our society. Danny Nalliah of Catch the Fire Ministries differs with me however. He sees the fires of last weekend as God’s judgment on Victoria for passing liberalised abortion laws last year. He believes God has removed his protection from our land and we will suffer for it.
 

There is a major error in Danny Nalliah’s thinking however. If God judges people, he usually carefully discriminates between the guilty and forgiven; the righteous and unrighteous. A good example is the conversation between Abraham and God in Genesis 18:16-33 when the LORD had revealed to Abraham his intention to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah.  Abraham realized that his nephew Lot was living amongst the Sodomites and argued with God and appealed to God’s character as a righteous judge to do what is right to prevent the destruction of his nephew Lot. We see it also in the book of Revelation when God carefully distinguishes between the unrighteous and righteous when he judges. Broad sweeping judgment by God that destroys both groups is not seen in Scripture. 

In contrast, natural disasters do not discriminate between people. Both Catholic and Protestant churches have been destroyed by the bushfire. Both the Christian and non-Christian have suffered the loss of all things. Both Christian and non-Christian have died. Yet God’s general care of his creation is good (Ps 145:8-9), and his providential care does not discriminate between people (Matt 5:45). Bushfire is a natural part of the life cycle of the Australian bush with many eucalypts, acacias and melaleucas requiring fire as a means for regeneration.  Many Australians love living in the bush, but in doing so, have moved into one of the most fire prone areas in the world and found it a dangerous place to live. It is a bit like living next to a volcano. The people enjoy the rich soil for their crops, but every so often, the volcano blows its top. 
Natural disasters are a part of the natural order of the way things outwork the laws of physics and biology. Yet God is with us in such events as the Psalmist highlights (Ps 46). (See also Rom 8:38-39) The Psalmist affirms that God is our refuge and strength even when natural disasters occur. He lists them: the earth changing; earthquake, sea surges. How is it that the writer is able to have such confidence in God when the earth under his feet is moving? Because he remembers that God dwells in their midst – in Jerusalem (vss 4-7).  God who dwells there is greater and stronger than the events which are unfolding: when he utters his voice, the earth melts.  The temple in Jerusalem no longer exists. But we are the living temple of God: he dwells in our midst as a community now (1 Cor 3:16; 1 Pet 2:5).

It is not a time to blame someone or even God for these events, but a time to take comfort in God’s promise and presence to be amongst us when we suffer. An examination of the contributing causes will occur later.  However, this event can teach us many spiritual lessons, not least how precious life is and the gift we are to each other.  The generosity of many and care by all sorts of people have been good for us as a community. It has torn our attention away from greed and a preoccupation with meeting the needs of my own self centered life and provided the occasion in which we can be better people by serving others. The fires have highlighted how temporary the things we take for granted are.  It is a painful lesson to learn that the good gifts God gives us are not something we can grasp. Rather, we are to enjoy them and be grateful to God, but when natural disaster strikes and removes them, we are not to blame God. 

We cannot control nature, but we can allow such events to be used for God’s own purposes and to gently challenge us to make our own Christ like responses (see Rom 8:28).  In many places in the Psalms, the righteous suffer with the unjust. What makes a difference is perspective: God uses even the natural forces of destruction to do things in our life which can become places of transformation and fresh growth. No one would wish for cancer, marriages which go sour and then break up, or car accidents. Yet many survivors of these disasters go on to look at the event with fresh eyes and learn to accept that they can be not just a place of pain, but a place where God does deep work in their lives. After the fire and the blackened forest comes the rain and new sprouts of growth. Faith is believing in the goodness of God to work all things for our ultimate good even when it is dark and blackened. What may be a bad thing becomes a means of great good in God’s economy. 
The Psalmist concludes with the words: ‘Be still and know that I am God!’ This is addressed to the warring nations which do not acknowledge the existence of God over them and his supreme power to guide human history to his ordained ends. Their warring if futile because lasting peace will only occur when in submission to the LORD. But “Be still and know that I am God”, is also a word of comfort: he is not so entangled in human events or natural disasters that he is in anyway limited in his response. He can comfort; he can strengthen the faint hearted, encourage those who have no hope and give peace to those whose world has been turned upside down. He can bring new life where at the moment there is only blackened earth, grieving people and a dead landscape. 
Is God judging our State of Victoria? God told Abraham that he would even spare Sodom and Gomorrah if there but a few righteous people in the city. Are there not more than a few godly people in our State? I think there are. Let’s be careful not to immediately associate every situation of human evil (e.g. arsonists lighting fires) or of natural disasters (e.g. naturally started fires) with the judgments of God.  
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