In a world of conflict, poverty and suffering we can make a difference
Text: Isaiah 40: 1-11

Sermon by Barry Jones
Christmas is a time for looking back to the birth of Jesus. It’s hearing again the stories of his birth, Mary and Joseph searching for a place to stay in Bethlehem, the angelic choir, the visit of the shepherds, King Herod’s alarming reaction to the birth of Jesus, the visit of the wise men.

However, if we only think of Christmas as something past, we missing a vital clue – what is Christmas pointing to?

Christmas is a season that looks forward to the transformation of the world. In the Christian vocabulary there is a word that refers to the ‘end times.’ The word is eschatology. It comes from the Greek word eschata, meaning ‘last things.’ In Biblical scholarship, it refers to God’s vision for the final kingdom on earth, how the world would be run if God were its direct ruler.
It is unfortunate that eschatology has been dominated by a few graphic Biblical images, notably in the book of Revelation, which suggest that the end times will mean the destruction of the world. I have been concerned to hear recently of two sermons at different occasions where the preacher focused on the second coming of Christ. This is a diversionary tactic. It takes our focus away from the issues of today that need to be addressed and focuses on a future event that has very little Biblical backing.
Eschatology is about the divine transformation of our world. It is not about some mass immigration from a doomed world to a paradise in heaven. Rather, it is about the end of this era of war and violence, injustice and oppression. It is about the earth’s transformation, not about its devastation. It is about a world of justice and peace.

Let me say this, the weight of Biblical teaching is not on whether there is life after death, but whether there is a quality of life for all before death?

We might well ask how will this transformation of the world come about? The first Christians firmly believed that in Christ God had conquered the powers of evil and a new order was about to happen. But two thousand years later the world is still plagued with war, poverty and suffering.

Does this mean that the Christmas dream of a new world order is simply that? A dream that will never be turned into reality?

Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg in their book The first Christmas point out that there are three basic Christian responses as to how the future will be changed.
The first attitude recognises that the world will only change through direct intervention by God. There is nothing we can do. Our only response is to pray for its coming and wait. There is a phrase for this attitude. It is called ‘quietism.’ John Wesley strongly opposed this attitude, arguing that Christians must be co-workers with God in the transformation of the world.

Wesley’s belief typifies the second response. We are to collaborate with God to being about a world promised by Christmas. Rather than waiting for God to intervene, we are to be God’s co-workers for peace and justice.

The third response, more widely held by Christians than we might hope, sees no connection between the Christian faith and a transformed world order. For them, Christianity is only about personal salvation, whether in this life or the next. Christian hope is not about a new world.

Tragically this is a betrayal of much of the Bible, both the Old and the New Testament. The Christmas stories are not about a series of spectacular events that happened in the past that we must believe in for the sake of going to heaven. Rather the stories illustrate God’s passion. God’s dream for a transformed world where there are no losers and all share in the abundance of the world’s resources.

The world can be renewed if we collaborate with God. St Augustine has a great line, “God without us will not; we without God cannot.”

I read with interest the summary report of the recent Methodist Conference held in Manukau. It ended with this paragraph. 
“A significant quote which was consistently raised during conference: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizen can change the world. Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.” Margaret Mead – Sociologist.

This is a good place to make the connection between Christmas and Christian World Service. CWS is an ecumenical Aid and Development agency for five New Zealand dominations; Anglican, Methodist, Society of Friends, Presbyterian and the Salvation Army.

Each Christmas it appeals to partners to contribute financially to its Christmas appeal. This is the prime source of its funding for the year.

The existence of CWS verifies the statement, ‘ in a world of conflict, poverty, and suffering we can make a difference.’

Dr Jim Stuart has just written a book on John Wesley. While reading it I came across an illuminating phrase. Jim wrote that “the greatest resource on earth is human compassion.”  God uses our compassion to transform the world.

The theme of this year's CWS Christmas appeal is “Keep hope alive.”  One of the places that CWS is trying to keep hope alive is in Darfur, a region of Sudan the largest country in area in all of Africa.
Internal conflict in Sudan has been rife since the country achieved independence in 1956. In the southern region of Darfur rebel groups dissatisfied by the Arab dominated Khartoum government began a bitter struggle for autonomy. These groups splintered and the rivalries resulted in mass murders of innocent civilians. The government responded by arming groups known as the Janaweed, whose members have killed, raped and plundered villages in the Darfur region resulting in hundreds of thousands of death, and people fleeing their villages to find refuge in safe camps. The Government continues to provide military support for the Janaweed.

Church based agencies such as CWS’s partner ACT international have been trying to meet the needs of internally-displaced refugees (people forced to leave their homes but not their country).
In 2004 Act International, along with CARITAS, the Catholic international relief organisation launched the Darfur Emergency Response Operation (DERO). This operation is helping 250,000 on south west Darfur.

In a world of conflict, poverty and suffering we can make a difference through our contributions to CWS.

DERO has several parts.

# The emergency and preparedness response unit.

This unit deals with people as they arrive in the safe camps. It provides them with essential household items and hygiene kits, including plastic sheeting, plastic mats, blankets, coking sets, mosquito nets, water containers and soap.

# The water and sanitation unit.

Members of this unit drill new boreholes to improve the water supplies. They construct toilets and run household cleanliness classes focussing on matters such as hand washing, personal hygiene and waste disposal.
# The health and nutrition unit.

This programme maintains 20 primary health care units. At these units health workers are given training in nutrition and health education, HIV and AIDS prevention and antenatal care. Treatment is available for refuges who suffer from severe malnutrition.

# Protection, psychological and peace building activities.
These include raising awareness about gender violence, human rights, rights on internally displaced people and women’s rights. Workers teach community leaders, women, youth, teachers, traditional healers about eliminating discrimination against women and about the rights of children.
# Education.
DERO rehabilitates schools that have been damaged and has constructed scores of new classrooms. It also supplies materials for pupils.

# Agriculture.

Households in villages and camps receive seeds so they can cultivate their own crops of cereal, tomatoes and onions.

In a world of conflict, poverty and suffering we can make a difference through our contributions to CWS.

The early Church chose Isaiah chapter forty as one of the readings for the season of Advent, when Christians look forward to the birth of Jesus. The selection comes as no surprise for the verses describe the heart of the Biblical faith as the entry of God into the confusion of human affairs. Like the rush of a forceful storm wind, God’s entry sweeps away every obstacle that stands between the community and its God, as tyrants fall like stubble and a highway is made through the wilderness.
Denial of the claims of justice by aggressors and their armies are swept away to prepare for the entry of the only one deserving our awe and worship.
When we contemplate the magnitude of human suffering in places like Darfur and others it is easy to become despondent and despair of things changing for the better. But the prophet Isaiah challenges our defeatism. 

“Israel, why do you complain?
that the Lord doesn’t know your troubles or care if you suffer injustice?

Don’t you know, have you not heard?

The Lord is the everlasting God;

He created all the world.

He never grows tired or weary.

He strengthens those who are weak and tired.

Even those who are young grow weak;
Young men can fall exhausted.

But those who trust in the Lord for help

Will find their strength renewed.

They will rise up on wings like eagles;

They will run and not get weary;

They will walk and not grow weak.”

What an inspiring picture of the God with whom we collaborate to transform the world, who gives us courage and strength to carry on.
We have no reasons to ask, what can we possibly do to change things in Darfur? The money we contribute to the CWS Christmas appeal attracts a 4 to 1 subsidy from the New Zealand Government so that significant funds can be supplied to the Darfur Emergency Response Operation.
In a world full of conflict, poverty and suffering we can make a difference through our contribution to the CWS Christmas appeal.

