In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
As I was going over the readings, the theme that came to mind was “Stranger in a strange land”, and I was going to prepare a sermon along those lines, and then the bomb blasts in London happened.

I’d like to try to answer the question “Where was God when this happened?” because, although it was covered after the tsunami that struck on Christmas day just so recently, these bombs were set by people rather than the tsunami which was a “natural disaster”. So, “Where was God when this happened?” Well, firstly He was with the people that were suffering. God was right there as the bombs exploded, but because of the great gift He gave all of us called free will, He couldn’t stop everyone from being killed or even hurt, however He could help those who called on His name, and even some who didn’t. But that’s not the only place He was. He was with many other people who, for some reason or not, didn’t follow their usual route, or just missed that bus that exploded. God was, and still is, with the police, paramedics, fireman, nurses and doctors that treated and continue to treat those injured. He is even, and this might be hard for some people to accept, He is even with those that planned, built and set off the bombs. In short, He is everywhere.

So great, He’s there, and there, and over here, but what did He do about it? How could He let it happen? Again there are many answers, but here are just a few. 

Firstly, free will. All of us have it; it’s just how we choose to use it that differs. Some use their free will for good, to help others; others waste it away by becoming enslaved to sex or drugs or alcohol; even others choose to hurt or plant bombs. This is what Paul is talking about in our second reading from Romans, the difference between those that live according to the sinful nature and those that live according to the Spirit. We were all created with free will so that we could know and worship God. It’s all explained here in the Anglican Prayer Book, in the catechism on page 423. What would the point be if God had created us all like robots, simply to worship Him? I don’t think there would be much point; we would all be in the same church, all bowing in the same way, saying the same prayers at the same time… But He didn’t do that; He gave us free will. So every time we choose to come to church to worship we are exercising the same free will that allowed those bombers to plan, build and detonate those bombs. It’s an all-or-nothing, take-it-or-leave it situation. You can’t have your free will without everyone else getting it.

Secondly, people die. People die every day. Some in far worse conditions than that experienced in London. I understand more babies died of malnutrition in Iraq than died in the Twin Towers. Certainly more people are dieing of AIDS, malnutrition, war, violence, or choose any other horror you can think of, than the simple number of people that died in London as a result of these bombs. My colleague just lost her dad after he suffered a stroke, she sat by his bed while he deteriorated from the strong father figure she knew to a mere shell of a man. Where was God there, or what has He been doing while all these other people have been dieing? Or is it just because it wasn’t shown on TV, or repeated on the radio, or in the newspapers with graphic pictures that we don’t need to ask, “Where was God and what was He doing at that time?”

But here’s another thought, a different way of looking at it. Where were we while Jesus was being beaten and whipped on the way to the cross. Or as He hung there, deserted by his friends condemned, in agony… Where were we? What were we doing? Who has seen the movie The Passion? That might have given you some idea of what he went through. Where were we? Well we were here, it’s almost two thousand years later, how could we have helped? What could we have done, or even do now? What has that got to do with us anyway? Well, if Jesus was dieing for us, if we accept Him as our Lord and redeemer, then He was dieing for our sins. Each sin we have committed or will commit was part of what He had to suffer. Now if we choose not to accept that, not to accept Him, then how can we dare to ask the questions “Where was He or what was He doing?” How can we ask “Where is God when I need Him?” without answering the question “Where am I when God needs me?”

As much and even more than we need Him now, He needed us then, and still needs us. It goes back to why we were created. We have been created with a hole in us. That is why people cry out when they see things like this, “Where is God?” And often it’s because they don’t have Him inside of them. If you have Him inside of you, you don’t need to look for Him, He is within you. And as much or even more than we need Him, He needs us.

That’s not to say if we have Him inside of us we can’t question, or if we question we don’t have Him inside of us. No, it is fine and right to question, God even wants us to question; He doesn’t want robots; He wants us as we are, completely. But we can be confident that if and when we do cry out in our anguish or pain, that He will hear us and respond; from within.

I watched the movie Bruce Almighty this week; we sprung for videos to try to have a bit of a break. In the beginning, Bruce is crying out, “Where is God? Why is everything happening to me?” And he asks for a sign. Just then he goes past one of those signs on the side of the road, warning of danger ahead. But again he calls out, “Give me a sign!” Just then a truck goes past carrying all those street signs they put up around construction sites, ‘Danger’, ‘Caution’, or ‘Warning’. But still Bruce drives on, until he has an accident. He then climbs out of the car, calling out again to God, “Where are you, talk to me!” And his pager goes off. Later you realise that it’s God paging him, but Bruce, his response is, “Don’t recognise the number, and I wouldn’t call you if I did.” How many people cry out to God, but can’t see His replies because they simply don’t know Him or can recognise His work.

Hopefully I’ve given you something to think about there, or answered a question or two. If not, or you want to know more, then ask my dad, Micky, a layminster, a fellow Christian, or myself. Talk about it some more, but as you talk, also listen and listen out for God’s answer.

I just want to bring everything back to my theme “Stranger in a strange land”, which still has some relevance I think. We are after all called to live by the Spirit rather than by the flesh, and that often places us in difficult positions in the world. In the world that doesn’t live by the Spirit. In a world with violence and hatred, where people can bomb so indiscriminately. We might even feel a bit like Moses who flees from Egypt to the land of Midian. He feels so lost that he calls his son Gershom, which is from a Hebrew root meaning “driven or thrust out.”
 Or he says in the NIV “I have become an alien in a foreign land.” A stranger in a strange land. 
We might feel like that out there, but we shouldn’t feel like that in here. In church, amongst fellow Christians is where we should be at home. The most beautiful part of the baptism service we had only last week, is when the babies or those that have been baptised are taken away from their families and walked down the centre aisle, and we all say those words: 

“We welcome you into our fellowship.

We are members together of the Body of Christ;

we are children of the same heavenly Father;

we are inheritors together of the kingdom of God.

We welcome you.”

This is our family. Look around a bit; look at the person behind you. Not just at the person you usually give the peace with, but someone a few rows away, or across the aisle. This is our family. Now there might be a person you don’t particularly like, or annoys you. We all have someone like that, that just grates us the wrong way. That’s fine, you don’t have to like them; you just have to love them. There’s that saying, you can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family. If you don’t feel part of this family, again I urge you to speak to someone about it. We might be strangers in a strange land out there, but we don’t have to feel like that here.

So let us get strength from one another, build each other up, so that we may be empowered to go out there into the strange land and be like the seed in our Gospel reading, scattered far and wide. And if we land on the path, rocky places, or amongst the thorns, then may God bring us safely back here to be re-empowered, built up and strengthened again. But if we fall on the good soil, and the harvest is plentiful, let us give thanks to God, and point and say, “There is God, look at what He has done!”

Amen

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
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