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Two weeks ago, there was an anonymous pamphlet drop in Christchurch.  I did not personally see a copy of the document, but I understand that it said something about God being angry and that He was going to punish the people of Canterbury for their sinful ways.  He was apparently going to send a devastating earthquake and tsunami.  

As we now know, nothing happened, but it did unsettle an awful lot of earthquake weary Cantabrians.  It also caused a lot of angst amongst the scientists with whom I work – because although earthquakes cannot be predicted, statistically there is always the remote chance that one MIGHT happen at the predicted time.  When that happens, every crackpot comes out of the woodwork!

While distancing myself as far as possible from that Canterbury prediction (even the prophets of old were never able to predict the precise time, or place or manner of God’s pending punishment), it does raise the interesting question “Does God still get angry?”
In this morning’s Old Testament reading, God got angry - very angry.  In fact, had we read few verses further in Matthew, we would have heard that the wedding host was angry – very angry.  And there are no prizes for concluding that he was our Father in heaven!

But of course that was all very long ago.

Religious anthropologists tell us how God has evolved over time.  

· Primitive man needed an authoritarian God.  A God who angered easily, who punished severely and who rewarded handsomely.  The concept fitted in with his simple lifestyle.

· Later God became an issuer of rules.  The Old Testament is full of rules covering the most invasive of things in people's personal lives.  If you followed the rules you were a good person and a godly person.  And if you broke the rules - well there were more rules that allowed you to atone yourself.

· With Jesus, God moved on again to put the emphasis on loving and caring and allowed for a bit of personal initiative.  

· And the God we worship today has moved on from that again.  Some would say that God has become more 'touchy / feely', but certainly we are permitted to worship in a far less proscriptive way.

It always fascinates me how dumb clever people can be.  God doesn't change.  God hasn't changed and God never will change.  God would not be God if God were not consistent.  
To steal the Bard’s lines:

God is not God

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:

O no! God is an ever-fixed mark 

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.

If you have been blessed, as I have, with children, you will no doubt remember that ten, twenty, half a hundred years ago, when you first took delivery of that utterly helpless mewling little bundle, you needed to feed them, clothe them change them and anticipate their every need.  They didn't even know what they needed.  They just sqwawked if they were not happy and the rest was up to you.

When they grew a little older, you had to teach them the basics of life and provide them with a few simple rules to guide them along.  Do this and don't do that.  Not too many rules, mind you.  Just enough to allow them to be a welcome part of the family and a joy to have around.

Later they were given more complex rules.  Bed time and the things that need to be done before that.  Put your dirty laundry here.  Tidy up behind you.  Clean the ring out of the bathtub when you’re done.  Not too noisy.  These were the rules that allowed them to fit into wider society.  You knew that if they went to the grandparents for the weekend, they would know how to behave and not bring shame and embarrassment on you.

But gradually as they grew up, a simple awareness of the needs of the people around them took over from all of the do's and don'ts.  They were able to show a bit of initiative.  They had become responsible adults who could think for themselves, anticipate and respond appropriately.

And all the while, as they were growing up, did YOU change?  Of course not.  Your children merely saw whichever facet of you, their parent, was appropriate at the time.  Perhaps the most important thing that you did for them was to remain constant and let them know that you loved them – even if you did not love some of the things that they might have done.

Let me hasten to add however, that just because they have grown up and taken responsibility for their lives, does not mean that they do not sometimes do some pretty dumb things.  And because you love them, you often bite your tongue.  But because you are still ‘you’, with the same standards and values that you have always had, sometimes even those adult children can make you angry.  And sometimes, you have no choice but to tell them so, even if it does ruffle the feathers a bit.

But back to this morning's story.  

The flight from Egypt had involved a pretty intense period of miracles.  There were the plagues of Egypt:

· Turning the waters of the rivers into blood.

· The frogs

· Gnats or lice – depending on the translation that you are using.

· Flies.

· The livestock stricken with disease.

· Boils

· Thunder and hail.

· Three days of darkness.

· The Passover itself.   Have I missed any?
Then there was the parting of the seas, the guiding light by night and the pillar of smoke by day, the manna, the water from the rock.

It was all very necessary at the time because they were busy escaping and every day brought its own new crises.  Under the circumstances, the Israelites might perhaps have been forgiven for taking their daily supply of miracles for granted.  A sort of a magician's sideshow.  God was part of the team and everything was sweet.

And then they stopped.  Just like that!  

With 20/20 hindsight, perhaps the logical thing to do at that point might have been to pause and reflect on all that God had done for them.  How God had brought them safely out of Egypt, how they had now travelled far enough to no longer be looking over their shoulders.  How they had not met up with any new enemies.  How they were fed and clothed.  They ought to have stopped and said “Praise the Lord, for He is good”.

What they did do instead, however, was the old “out of sight, out of mind” trick.  God was no longer 'in their faces' so to speak, so they just moved on and forgot.

They might even have got away with that, but unfortunately, we are all built with a God shaped hole inside of us that only God can fill.  Because they were not letting the real God fill it, they went looking for a substitute – and we all know what happened next.

And God was angry; very angry.

I suspect that most of us have been there at some stage.  “Just leave.  Close the door quietly from the outside because if you say or do anything right now, chances are that I am going to do something that we will both regret.”  

One wonders what might have happened if Moses had not been so presumptuous as to intervene on their behalf.

With a few thousand years of hindsight, we can see today how wrong they were.  No wonder the Bible calls the ‘Children’!

Fast forward now to Eastbourne in the year of our Lord 2011.

God has been good to us – VERY good to us.  There is no need for God to intervene in our daily lives because He has provided all that we need.

The trouble is that because God has not provided us with any spectacular miracles - or other undeniable, tangible evidence of His existence - for quite a while, we have taken our wealth and created gods that we can more easily touch and feel and see.

Just pause for a moment and consider your/ my/ our priorities when it comes to spending our time and our money.

A look at the applications on my cellphone says a lot about me.  Not one, but two applications for the rugby.  One is called Rugby Heaven (that’s a give-away) and it tells me the fixtures (where and when) and the scores of matches played and the standings of the teams – no matter where I am.  And it evens updates with the latest score and commentary for games actually being played at the time.
Right next to that is the same for cricket.  Any big match, anywhere in the world.  Next is one that turns on the GPS, produces a map of where I am and shows me the location of the nearest public toilet!

I have a few dozen applications on my phone, but not a single application to do with religion.  I guess that says more than I would really like to confess about me.

What do your priorities show?
· Rugby.
· The pursuit of wealth.
· A hobby.
· Hollywood scandal.
· Fashion.
· Facebook.
· Something else?

It is not that any of those things is wrong in its own right.  It is only when we let them become too big.  When they start taking up so much time and resources that we find that we are paying more attention to them than to God.
Perhaps we are no different to those people all those thousands of years ago.

Albert Einstein is credited with saying: “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.”
If God has not changed, and if we are doing exactly the same as the Israelites were doing - it is called déjà vu.
The only difference is that we do not have Moses to plea bargain on our behalf.

Yes, God can get angry in 2011 – and I don’t want to be around when he does.  Do you?

The question is, what are you; what am I; what are we going to do about it.

In a moment, we are going to be singing an old Methodist hymn – one of my favourites.   ‘There’s a light upon the mountains’.   We’ve not sung it here before, but the tune is pretty simple, so do take look at the words while we sing it.
Although it speaks of the return of the King – something I cannot give you a date and time on - it also tells of the weariness at the end of the night-watch and, in my favourite line, says “His angels here are human, not the shining hosts above”.  That’s you and me they’re talking about.

In rugby parlance, it is our job to keep our eyes on the ball, right up to the final whistle.  I deliberately did not say “Don’t drop the ball”; because that implies that we are the ones carrying it.  On the Christian journey, there will often be others will be carrying it.  We need to be diligently watching where it is at all times and be ready to catch it if and when it is passed to us.  And we need to be ready for the Master when He comes.
Amen.
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