LIVING WITH MERCY:

Signs of Mercy

Matthew 16:1-4

This past Friday in Paris, climatologists from around the world released what is purported to be the most comprehensive report ever presented by scientists on the state of the environment and the effects of global warming.  What they concluded was not all that surprising, but nevertheless earthshaking: human activity—namely the build up and burning of fossil fuels and other pollutants—is the main culprit in a dramatic rise in the earth’s overall temperature, leading to what will be a very predictable and devastating ecological disaster in the near future.  
According to the report, this outcome is inevitable and fast upon us, unless there are immediate and radical steps to address climate change in governmental and industrial policies.  In other words, we can anticipate a massive meltdown of the polar icecaps within just a few decades, if not before, dooming this planet to rising sea levels and devastating storms with the loss of life and property for potentially millions of people.  Endless miles of coastline will be lost, or else protected only by a system of levees and dikes.  
If this is accurate, that will have an impact on our little village.  Imagine what that will be like.  Within our lifetimes, Noank may actually be forced to use the roadside water level measurements that are at the base of the hill and along Beebe Cove.  The Mystic River may start to take on the appearance of the mighty Mississippi; Ram Island would turn into an underwater reef!  Some of you may have to leave your prized shoreline property, while I will be able to sit out on the deck of the parsonage sipping mint juleps and enjoying waterfront views!      
What this sober warning tells us is, action on the environment is no longer optional, nor is it just a favorite issue of the political Left.  It’s a global wakeup call that can no longer be dismissed or disputed.  Rush Limbaugh and all the other neo-cons can no longer ridicule environmentalists as being extremist “whackos” with “pseudo-science,” for the time has come when the evidence for global warming is incontrovertible and truly alarming.  We all have to become conservationists (which is what I suggest true “Teddy Roosevelt” conservatives are!) in terms of our use of energy and natural resources in order to save the planet.  It’s not enough to just debate the issue as one among many others.  It’s becoming the most significant moral, economic, and political matter of our times!
In an ironic twist, however, I have noticed the concern over global warming has become such a doomsday fear that those who proclaim it are not unlike others who prophesy in religious circles about the “End Times.”  Both are apocalyptic scenarios, with overwhelming, larger-than-life changes that will impact, if not end, life as we know it.  Both carry with them the message of ultimate judgment upon the earth and the price we will all pay for our sins.  Both call upon people to repent and change their destructive ways before it’s too late.   Both are prophets of doom using “signs of the times” as indicators of how things are unfolding toward that devastating and merciless judgment day.  Whether it is a televangelist or a climatologist, the message is the same: the warning signs of judgment are all around us.  
 As a result, it’s easy to become pessimistic and filled with terror and dread if all you see and hear is bad news.  It’s also easy to play the role of doomsday prophet, while missing the signs of mercy that are also evident.  What I mean is, some sort of catastrophic final judgment is not hard to proclaim when you are fighting the dominant culture and are caught up in the swell of anger and anxiety of the times.  It’s much more difficult, but much more helpful in the long run, to identify what is actually being turned around toward the better, healing the earth and the human race from its troubles.  In other words, signs of mercy are present all around us as well; by recognizing them in the context of our alarm, people are much more likely to do their part to make things better, rather than to give up all together in despair and join in the growing chorus of those who condemn the world as we know it.
For instance, last Sunday evening at the “Faithful to the Environment” program here in the sanctuary, we talked about steps that you and I can take to help contribute toward the slowing down of global warming.  Some of that is advocacy in an effort to lobby for change in our state and federal laws and policies.  But much of it has to do with practical lifestyle changes.  The evidence is clear, if we all do our part, the macroscale concerns that threaten life on the planet are eventually slowed down and even turned around by the microscale, smaller, intermediate steps of conservation and environmental balance and a commitment to use less-toxic sources of energy.  Hopefully, we can respond to reports like these and actually turn the trend on climate change toward healing the earth.  Already many of you are doing that with hybrid cars, compact fluorescent lighting, solar panels, and a whole laundry list of lifestyle changes that are reducing the amount of greenhouse gases, resource consumption, water pollution and waste into our environment.  All of these things, in and of themselves, are signs of mercy.

The same can be said about other matters of life that alarm us.  Over the last several weeks, I have been talking about living with mercy.  Much of it holds true about our relationships, our personal habits and behaviors, and our overall outlook on life.  Many times our lives, as well, need to be turned around from things that impact our quality of life and the ability we have to witness of God’s love and grace.  Some people search for redemption from mistakes they’ve made and destructive behaviors that haunt them; others seek security and stability after broken relationships and personal struggles; still others are yearning for relief from pain or hope and a purpose for living within the physical and emotional limitations of their lives.  Far too often when things don’t go well, it is easier to become a prophet of doom—giving up on our own lives or those in whom we cannot see any improvement.  But before we give into despair, I think it is crucial for us to look for signs of mercy from God and from others.  For they are there, even when it seems like there is little hope to find them.
Recently, I spent an hour or so with an individual (not from this church) who had pretty much given up on life.  Her physical health is precarious, with doctors providing minimal hope for any recovery or even improvement in her condition.  She finds little purpose in continuing her life, and I heard her frustration with God for not taking her now and relieving her from her daily despair.

Yet, in that, I could also sense her anxiety over dying.  She didn’t really want to have her life end; in fact, she feared how it would occur—her nightmares were real of suffocating panic.  So we started to unpack all of her emotions, trying to understand where they came from, as well as exploring how she used what time she had.  Out of that conversation came the realization that much of her decline was directly attributable to her sense of purposelessness; and her fears based in not trusting God to be with her at her moment of death so that she could simply accept it and let go.  

I encouraged her to imagine God being like her mother going through the process of her own birth, where in death she was transitioning from one place deep within God to another in the freedom of life.  Throughout that transition, she could imagine herself within the body of God so that there would be a remarkable sense of the presence of the One who loved her—just like a child being born.  
As she reflected on that image, she remembered her own mother, whom she recalled had a strange and wonderful sense of peace when she died.  It suddenly dawned on her that her mother’s own experience of birth and death were signs of mercy to her through her own emotional despair.
As she reframed her thinking about death, that led her to examine her relationship with her son, whom she realized needed her, even in her debilitated state.  Her love and care, even her worrying about him, actually gave him a place to come and unburden his own life of its troubles.  Though she couldn’t do things for him other than listen and share some of her wisdom, she sensed that this had value in itself, giving him a sanctuary for his own life—that she was, in fact, a sign of mercy for him at this present time.  Without her presence, she realized her son’s life would be in far worse shape.
As I sat there, mostly listening, I pondered many signs of mercy in our conversation, including the impulse we both had out of the blue to think of each other on the same day, provoking the call that led to the visit and conversation—a “holy coincidence” to be sure.  It was a marvelous moment recognizing the hand of God in our lives and the work of the angels in our midst.  Signs of mercy for both of us.
Signs of mercy typically are like that, small and nurturing insights, perspectives, and experiences—easy to discern when you stop to think about things.  What we find is that the dark clouds of despair are always broken up in some way by the enlightenment of God’s Spirit, who quickens our minds and imaginations to see glimpses of hope and encouragement.   At no time are we left to despair, except for our own unwillingness to see what God is already doing within and around us.

This passage from Matthew’s Gospel affirms indirectly what I have been saying (though initially it seems completely unrelated).  It is a short, passing anecdote about Jesus encountering religious leaders who disingenuously wanted him to give them a sign that he, in fact, spoke with the authority of heaven about the coming Day of the Lord and Reign of God.  Actually, they simply wanted him to disprove himself and prove that, as they suspected, he was nothing more than a fraud.

Jesus’ response, though, was interesting to me.  He pointed out that everyone could easily read the signs in the sky about the weather: a variation of the old adage, “Red at night, sailors delight; red at morning, sailors take warning.”  Though they wanted something as obvious as that regarding Jesus and his proclamation, he would only offer one sign: that being, the sign of Jonah.

That’s what caught my attention. For to what was he referring?  What was the “sign of Jonah?”  In truth, it was a sign of mercy.  The story of Jonah, if you recall, was about Jonah’s unwillingness to save the Ninevites—the enemies of the Israelites.  Jonah’s unwillingness continued, even when in his despair, he ran away, only to nearly lose his life in a storm; and when he was thrown overboard to save the crew of the ship, he was saved by the whale, and ended up back on dry land, only to be sent back to Ninevah.  
In that story, God provided many signs of mercy.  So the sign of Jonah was this: that God will do whatever it takes to save the earth and all people (including our adversaries) from calamitous results, even if the people of God are reluctant to help, even if they are caught up in their own despair.  The sign of mercy is that sometimes God will save us even from ourselves.
That is good news: that all of us can live with mercy.  We live under the sign of Jonah—a sign of mercy.  Not one of us here today is without hope.  Not a single person in this sanctuary can claim that their life is meaningless, purposeless, or without value or direction.  It may seem that way, especially in times of despair, but in God’s design and desire, there are signs of mercy to show us otherwise.  We simply have to search for them, even when we are overwhelmed by the trends and the times in which we are living.  We must discover them, even if we struggle to cooperate with the One who is merciful to all.

I hope you find comfort in that.  I know I am encouraged, especially when I think about the looming crises and the monstrous issues of our times and the troubles of our own souls.  Oh, it may feel like the End Times; it may seem like judgment is coming; truthfully, we may need to face a day of reckoning about who we are or what we’ve done, individually and collectively.  

But in drafting such a frightening and alarming scenario, whether about the environment, or war, or crime, or even death, don’t overlook the signs of mercy that can turn things around for the better.  Find them, ponder them, and act on them, for then we will all be the better for it and we will understand more clearly, the sign of Jonah that Jesus proclaimed and what redemption in the hands of the Almighty and Sovereign God is all about.






The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes






Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT






4 February 2007
PAGE  
8

