God is with us in troubles
In the last 2 weeks in our congregation, people have faced the loss of two family members far away in South Africa – Loya’s brother and Martin’s mother.
Neither were expected to pass away so the reality and fragility of human life came to us in stark focus.
And many people here have suffered chronic or debilitating illness, or declining health, or relationship issues, and we wonder why or when it will end.
In the book of Ecclesiastes, there is poem about the flow and ebb of life.
Ecclesiastes 3 
1	For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: 
    2      a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted. 
    3      a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up. 
    4      a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance. 
    5      a time to throw away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing. 
    6      a time to seek, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to throw away. 
    7      a time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak. 
    8      a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace. 

This biblical poem became a hit secular song for the Byrds, written by Pete Seeger in 1959, under the title Turn Turn Turn.

[[[[video]]]]

Even though we know that life is not a rose garden and that there will be thorns sometimes, in times of sickness and death, loss of job or breakdown of marriage we often hear the question and accusation, “Where is God in this”

Martha spoke accusingly to Jesus after the death of Lazarus in John 11:21  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

If we are honest with ourselves, that question arises in us when bad things happen.

But the reality is that life is full of ups and downs, happiness and sadness and good things and bad things all mixed up.
Pete Scazzero who writes on healthy churches and healthy spiruality comments that emotionally healthy faith admits the following: I am bewildered; I don’t know what God is doing right now; I am hurt; I am angry; yes, this is a mystery; I am very sad right now; Oh God why have you forsaken me?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Peter Scazzero Emotionally Health Spirituality 122] 





So turning back to the poem, the focus in Ecclesiastes chapter 3 is not about human activity in itself, but about God’s activity and how humans might best respond to it. The most that humans can do is to respond to the way God acts, including the cycles of life that God has laid out and the events, even the terrible events, that God has allowed to happen.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Miller, D. Ecclesiastes 77] 

11	He has also set eternity in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end.

The overriding biblical theme in the book is that God is in charge of events[footnoteRef:3], even if we do not see his presence in the events of life [3:  Miller, 78] 

Ecclesiastes shows us that constant change is not something unsettling but is a God given unfolding pattern. The trouble for us is not that life refuses to keep still but that we only see a fraction of its movement and its subtle intricate design.  Instead of changelessness, there is something better: a dynamic, divine purpose, with its beginning and end.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Derek Kidner The Message of Ecclesiastes 38-39] 

Sometimes we only see why things happen in hindsight and we realise that God was present in the life events we faced. Sometimes, even with hindsight, we are blind to the rhyme and reason for thigs happening.
Listen to the story of Bethany Hamilton, who lost her arm in a shark attack.  
[[[[video]]]]
Little did she know that tragedy would open doors for her. At the time of the attack, her world seemed to collapse but God had a bigger purpose for her. She was restored to being a surfing professional but also authored books and spoke to youth around the world, able to speak about her faith, opportunities that could not have happened had not this tragedy occurred.
In Genesis, there is the story of Jacob heading out into the desert. He had tricked his father into giving him the blessing which was for his brother Esau and he feared the wrath of his brother. He was making his way to a relative further through the desert to put distance between him and his sibling.  He fell asleep and saw a vision. 
Genesis 28:16 And Jacob awaked out of his sleep, and he said, Surely the LORD is in this place; and I knew it not. 
“He knew it not.” That was his trouble, and it is ours. We do not know that God is here. What a difference it would make if we knew! [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Tozer, A. W., & Smith, G. B. Evenings with Tozer: Daily Devotional Readings  49.] 

And in verse 20 the story continues: Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear  so that I return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord will be my God.”
At the memorial service for Martin’s mother last Sunday night, we heard repeatedly from the speakers of the promise that God was with us.

Isaiah 43:1 Now this is what the LORD says…: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name; you are Mine! When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you go through the rivers, they will not overwhelm you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched; the flames will not set you ablaze. For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour.
The whole universe is alive with God’s life, and He is not a strange or foreign God. We have within us the ability to know Him in increasing degree as our receptivity becomes more perfect by faith and love and practice.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Tozer  & Smith 186] 

The Christian singer from the band U2, Bono, comments that God was with us even in the bad times: “God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war. God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with us if we are with them." 
God is here.
What we are talking about here is faith. 
Faith that God is in control even when it seems the wheels have fallen off, when it seems God has turned his back to us, when it seems he is not listening or caring, when it seems he has taken his hands off the reins.
In Hebrews 11:1 we are told that faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see.
In verse 40 of that chapter, after listing a huge number of saints over the years, the writer concludes that God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.
Faith is the quietness and confidence that God is in control of all the circumstances of my life, even when it appears that chaos reigns and things couldn't be worse [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Robert Morgan The Promise: how God works all things together for good 164] 

Faith in the word of God that says, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” – Hebrews 13:5
Faith in the promise of God that says, “The Lord is close to the broken-hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” – Psalm 34:18
Faith means ceasing to rely on our own capabilities, admitting human powerlessness. It is the recognition that we human beings cannot help ourselves by our own efforts and with our own resources and cannot provide the basis for our own existence and its salvation.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Walter Kasper Jesus the Christ 81] 

A faithful life is one that is lived thoughtfully throughout all seasons[footnoteRef:9] (good/bad/whatever)  	 [9:  Gary Thomas Thirsting for God 248] 

It takes courage to hope and to have faith when we know fear. It takes courage to live with our weaknesses, our vulnerability, our loneliness. It takes courage to live with fear[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Anderson, Ray S Living the spiritually balanced life 40] 

Going in faith does not necessarily mean going with serenity or without doubts. Faith can be difficult. Having faith does not mean never having doubts or questions. It does mean remaining obedient. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  John Ortberg The Life You've Always Wanted 215-6] 

Sometimes faith is walking in darkness and simply refusing to quit. Sometimes faith is just hanging on the character of the faith that allows us to be transformed by suffering and darkness. It is not doubt free certainty; rather it is tenacious obedience.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ortberg 212] 

I love this poem by Thomas Merton:
My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am following Your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to please You does in fact please You. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that, if I do this, You will lead me by the right road, though I may know nothing about it. Therefore, I will trust You always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear, for You are ever with me, and You will never leave me to face my perils alone. Amen.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Thomas Merton “A Prayer of Unknowing” in Thoughts in Solitude, 79.] 

[[[[[video]]]]
Faith is trusting that God will honour his promises;[footnoteRef:14] Faith is waiting on God to provide in quiet confidence;[footnoteRef:15] even when it seems that our world has been turned on its head by circumstances we cannot control. [14:  Charles Stanley The Wonderful Spirit Filled Life 76]  [15:  Michael Wells Sidetracked in the wilderness 166-168] 

You know, there is a word for God being with us and that is Immanuel.
We will talk more on this name next week as we start the 4 weeks of Advent leading up to the celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ.





