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Remembrance Sunday

Shaken	

Haggai 2:4-9; II Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17

I heard recently about a "scream club" which hosted its first event in London. The activity sees young people coming together to let off steam by screaming out their feelings. The organiser says she put out a post on Social Media and it started gaining traction. The event attracted more than 1,000 people. Some told the BBC that it helped them to release stress. One local said whilst welcoming the idea, it probably wasn't a good idea if it happened every evening as the screaming would become annoying.
Have you ever felt the need to scream? Something pushing every button and your rage, or frustration, or helplessness felt like it had nowhere else to go. 
There is a lot going on across the world that is shaking people to the core of their being and making them want to scream:
The world’s richest man, Elon Musk, being awarded a $1trillion dollar pay deal.
The world’s most powerful man, Donald Trump building his golden ball room at the White House whilst fellow Americans struggle to pay for food and health.
The peace fire in Israel-Gaza hanging by a thread, with many being killed, and more struggling to find food, shelter and fuel in winter. If Gaza ever rises from the ashes many don’t expect to live to see it. One man said that it'll take 10 years. "We'll be dead...we'll die without seeing reconstruction."
The forgotten war in Sudan and South Sudan where genocide is being perpetuated and celebrated today. 
The festering wound of conflict in Ukraine and Russia.
The fast-food chain McDonald's bringing in new sexual harassment training to protect its staff from abuse. A BBC investigation TWO YEARS AGO was told that workers, some as young as 17, were being groped and harassed. McDonald's staff are still facing sexual abuse and harassment.
In the not-often read Old Testament book Haggai we find God speaking through the prophet to a downhearted, dejected people. For them it felt everything they had held dear, everything that had given identity and meaning to life, personally and nationally, had been shaken and had crumbled. Worse than that, they had become so accustomed to relentless bad news and disaster that they barely felt the awful tremors it inflicted upon their lives and their society. From one gnawing fear to another the people were perplexed, worn out, broken. Maybe they wanted to scream too.
After years in exile they get home and surveyed the brokenness of their land. The shaken and crumbled reality all around them spoke no word of encouragement or comfort or hope. What was the point? Not just how could they go on but why should they go on? Sound familiar?
Into this terrible time, from around an unexpected corner of grace, God spoke and offered to act with them. The future held out to a ground-down people was nothing less than a universal re-ordering of all things and the establishment of God’s Kingdom on earth. 
God had shaken the earth before; God would shake the earth again and say, ‘are you with Me? For I am with you’. “Take courage”, says God. Three times. ‘From what you have now, and where you are now, rebuilding is possible. If you are prepared to work with each other and with Me’, said God.
A country cannot live on what was in the past. Our history is full of triumph and disaster. We look back over 80 years and think to victory in World War Two. Did people return from battle to a land fit for heroes? Did the aspirations of the welfare state, to provide care with dignity, healing with proper resource, last? Is it the case that in 80 years we may have won a war but are in the process of losing the peace it sought to secure? Is the sustainability of that dream, a magnificent one, hamstrung by a culture of selfishness and individualisation that has parcelled up our land where individuality has gradually triumphed over community spirit? Where commitment has been reduced to a narrow concern for self, maybe close family, and then that’s about it? Did the vision of a home-owning democracy reduce community neighbourhood togetherness to the isolation and loneliness that is slowly draining our country? I don’t know, but I do wonder. 
Last week at the meeting of Edinburgh and West Lothian Presbytery, the regional governing body of the Church of Scotland for our area, we heard from Mark Evans, a Deacon holding a national appointment advising the Scottish Government and NHS Boards on spiritual care and bereavement policies. In some areas of the country, but not Lothian NHS, GP practices have made appointments of trained listeners. Not therapists or counsellors but listeners. GPs are finding that many people coming to them for help are not physically or mentally unwell: they are lonely and isolated and have no one to whom to talk. These listeners make hour-long appointments to listen to people. When did someone last listen to you for an hour? It’s not about fixing problems or physical healing, but listening which often is enough to stabilise a lonely soul because someone, at last, has noticed and paid attention. 
When your world has been shaken, for whatever reason, where might you go, to whom might you go, to be noticed, and paid attention to, and acknowledged? I never underestimate at church the gentle power of presence found at coffee time after church, or the weekly Wednesday coffee morning, or all of those wonderful Morningside Hope events. These are not total cures, and other groups of goodwill do these things too, but if you are new to church, or here because it’s Remembrance Sunday, did you know we offer this? You are welcome.
What about the national and international scene. Often we feel helpless as cruelty or greed or cultural indifference or soul-numbing prejudice dominates many news stories. But not too far beneath the surface, scarred but resilient people do whatever they can to make our world better, safer, fairer. 
After the mass-stabbing on a train last week we learned that LNER staff and passengers did what they could to minimise the violence and protect others. There are brave people still in our country standing up against violence. 
Does the apparent turn-around in US elections last week show people setting their face, at least for the time being, against recent policies and towards something more cost-of-living focussed and more inclusive? It may not be a sustained move in a different direction, but it is something. In our own country landslide election wins do not always result in transformational policy changes. But they can make them possible if people and politicians collaborate. We must not lose hope. We must hold all of our politicians to account. Shaken as we are by so much that is unpleasant and unacceptable in our world, can we hear God through an Old Testament prophet say, “take courage”? Work towards a hopeful and not a hateful society. 
Yes, we need to have a clearer idea of what kind of community we wish to build and participate in, not leaving it to others to get on with it. How are we offering our time and talent and money and effort to be the society we desire?
The same for the Church. As a congregation and denomination we face a desperately critical time. We need more people to volunteer and share in worship. We need more money not simply to maintain but to grow outwards from the Church and into the community. We need people to be confident enough about their faith to say, “I don’t have all the answers, but I know what I believe enables me to do: to live out the Jesus-vision of a fair, just, gracious and inclusive world.”
After the ongoing shaking of these times, is the corner about to be turned, and how will we, with each other, and God, work towards something that is brighter, fairer, and better? 
Screaming might help for a bit. But how much better to see what we can do  and be to fashion together a community, a country, a world, a church, that does the right thing. With that kind of determination we may yet face down every darkness with new light. Maybe these words of Desmond Tutu speak to us on this Remembrance Sunday.
Goodness is stronger than evil
Love is stronger than hate
Light is stronger than darkness
Life is stronger than death
Victory is ours through Him who loves us.

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit                 Amen
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