A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite
BCP readings, Epiphany 4    29/1/12

Romans 13.1-7         Matt 8.23-34
Danger
It occurs to me that a clause from today’ s collect must ring particularly true to many elderly people, when they begin to feel a bit shaky: ‘by reason of the frailty of our nature, we cannot always stand upright’. The fear of falls and accidents is a real one, and can be very restricting to people’s lives – sometimes someone hardly dares step outside their house, after they’ve experienced a fall. It’s good to see others refusing to be limited by unsteadiness on the feet, and using all the devices available to them to help them go on getting out and about, and doing all the things they want to do, just as before.

Today’s collect, epistle and gospel all had  the common theme of danger, and our desire for protection from it, but also the determination to go on living fully in spite of it. The collect asked not only for protection from danger, but also for strength, and that we should be ‘carried through’ all temptations. If you remember that the word ‘temptation’  originally means ‘test’ or ‘trial’, and not always in the moral sense, then you get the sense of the prayer as one both to be protected from danger, where possible – but also to have the strength to go on and not give in, whatever life may throw at us. May we be ‘carried through’ – not deterred from living.

St Paul, in the passage from Romans deals with government, and with the most basic of its functions – as  protector of its citizens’ security against violence and crime. We all know that government has its own temptations, and that there are, and have been, many regimes which treat their citizens with violence, rather than protecting them from it. And the Roman imperial order wasn’t always just and impartial, to say the least.  In such situations, bad government has to be resisted – though by just means, of course (otherwise those offering resistance become as bad as that which they oppose); but the concept of government, per se, is a good one. Something we should support, because when it’s weak or non-existent, society and its members live in constant danger,and criminality knows no control. Just think of a failed state like Somalia.
So, government, in a sense, is a gift of God in the natural order – part of his answer to our prayer that we should be protected from danger, to get on with the normal business of our lives.

The Gospel reading presents us with the subject of danger in a much more dramatic way – the story of Christ’s stilling of the storm, and his healing of two demoniacs (two, only in this account in Matthew: in Mark and Luke there’s just one, but we’re told rather more about him. It sometimes seems that Matthew abbreviates details  from the sources he used to build his Gospel, but somehow compensated for that by multiplying the number of characters involved!) Both the storm and the madman, or madmen, represented real and frightening dangers for those who encountered them; the presence of Jesus offered a startling means of protection (although in the story of the calming of the storm, he seems to have rebuked his disciples for wanting protection).  But the really surprising twist in the tale of the reading comes at the end, where it becomes clear that Jesus himself seemed dangerous to the people of the Gadarene, 
or Gerasene, neighbourhood. They couldn’t get him to go away quickly enough.

You might have thought that someone who’d brought to his right mind one  madman – or two – stopping the terrifying raving and the threatening behaviour, might have been welcomed as a guest who could have a positive influence on the neighbourhood. Surely, after all, there must have been other sick or deranged people who could have benefited from his healing touch?…

But, no – the people from this town on the East side of Lake Galilee, in Gentile territory, seem to have been scared nearly out of their own wits by Jesus, and what he’d done. Why do you think that was? Perhaps they were on to something…
When we tangle with God, we can’t just call him in as our  convenient protector and defender – our strength to get through - the one who can lift us up when we fall. He is all those things. But he is more. And that ‘more’ is awesome, and disturbing to us in our self-sufficiency; in a sense, dangerous.

We come to Communion to meet our helper and defender, our Saviour and our friend; but also a consuming fire. To be alive is to live with danger of many kinds – to be fully alive is to come near to the fire of God.
