St Eds 9.30am St John’s 11am

Today is a day of rejoicing and I want to come back to that word in moment. We’re rejoicing because today these three children are going to be christened and we are pleased and privileged to be here. We’re rejoicing because today is St Edward’s Day (well, tomorrow actually but we are keeping it today). St Edward is our patron saint, he was king of England, built Westminster Abbey, died in 1066 and was a good Christian man. Today we rejoice because this church that bears his name is here for us all, as it is for these three children, and we hope and pray, for their children’s children.

But whilst we are rejoicing this morning, we are all too aware of the sense of gloom and panic that’s all around us over the current financial crisis. Now, I will not pretend that I know anything at all about economics or high finance. In this area, as in many others, I am spectacularly ignorant. When the words “credit crunch” or “subprime” are mentioned I simply try and look both wise and worried at the same time or laugh knowingly – “Inter bank lending! Pah!” But like you, I’m worried about my savings and I guess that these things could end up very badly for people’s jobs and pensions and, as is usually the case, it is those in society who are already poorest and most vulnerable who will feel any downturn most sharply.
So I don’t know much about interest rates and the recapitalisation of banks but I do know that, in all this, these words are good and true and not subject to inflation or the stock market.

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.
So what are we to do in difficult times?

St Paul we need an attitude of gratitude. Rejoice in the Lord always, he says. And in case we didn’t get it the first time around, “I will say it again. Rejoice!” Got that? Yes, but what about collapsing banks, tricky mortgages, lost jobs? These are bad things that could make life bad for many people. How can we rejoice when all this is going on? Or it may be that, for whatever reason, you have hit a really worrying or difficult patch in your life and the last thing you feel like doing is rejoicing. In fact, you resent being told to “cheer up” or “think positive” when things are going badly for you. 
The attitude of gratitude is not the same as pretending that it “will be all be all right in the end” and putting on a fake smile. Rejoicing in the Lord is an act of defiance in the face of hard times. Because despite it all, “the Lord is near”, we are not in this alone and God is at our side. God’s love and grace is not dependent on the banks or stock markets and whatever happens he will be there for us and if he is there for us then we can rejoice. In the face of hardship we can not only survive it but we can also rejoice in the gift of life and love. And if we doubt the truth of this life and love then take a look at these three children. Life is a precious gift given by God and because of this gift we can rejoice even in the teeth of the toughest of times
There is a story of two lovers who, like most lovers, found every opportunity to meet with one another. If they could not meet they would write letters or send messages through friends. Because of this they both had a deep sense that they were a gift to one another.

One day tragedy struck and the man lost his father. His lover became his great support in his grief. She did what she could to help him through the bitterness of his loss. With the death of his father the man found himself having to take on the family business. The work was hard and very demanding and found he could give less and less time to his beloved. His beloved tried to see him and never stopped sending messages of love and support but the man was increasingly distracted and he could not even give time to read the messages she sent, let alone reply to them. As time passed the man began to feel that perhaps the love he now distantly remembered was all a dream. Because he was so busy and so distracted it occurred to him that perhaps she didn’t love him after all because he could no longer properly remember what it felt to be loved by her. Things went from bad to worse, the business failed and he fell deeper and deeper into despair until somewhere in his mind came the notion that his last hope was to find his beloved and perhaps see her for one more time before the darkness fell forever.
He set out into the city streets to seek her out but he could not find her anywhere until at last he was stopped by a stranger on the path who barred his way. “Who are you looking for?” said the stranger. “My beloved,” said the man. “Then you have found her,” said the stranger who was a stranger no longer but his beloved who embraced him and called him by name
In times of crisis you hear people say, “All we can do is pray” by which they mean – we’ve tried everything else we can sensibly do so now all we can do fall back of prayer as a last resort. But if prayer should not be our last resort but our first choice. Prayer is not a magic spell we can use if all else fails. Prayer is our relationship with our heavenly Father and it is the thing that keeps us in touch with his love for us. God does not want us to be consumed with anxiety and sick with worry, instead, he tells us to keep in touch because he is near. He invites us to speak with him, pour out our anxieties, our fears, our desires. He invites to know him and be loved by him.

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.

Through prayer we grow closer to God and so are reassured that he is near, he is with us. And the really good news is this: even if prayer is our last resort, even then, when we reach out God is there and will embrace us and call us by name and in that embrace we will know his peace, the peace that passes all human understanding, the peace that comes from knowing that whatever does happen in the changes and chance of this life we are held and loved by God. This is what makes rejoicing possible.
This is something good for us and for our children, for these children about to be baptised. To know that our joy depends not on the rise and fall of the FTSE 100 index but on the steadfast and unswerving love of God

