‘To Will and Act’

Psalm 130 and Philippians 2: 1-13
In response to Knife-Crime in Croydon

and the death of Elianne Andam

Sunday 1st October 2023
Thank God for Psalms like the one we’ve just heard!

1 Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.
2     Lord, hear my voice!
I recognise the faces of despair and grief and emptiness that we have seen on our TV screens this week.
I have shared in the rawness of emotions at many funerals – every one a privilege, as families lay bare and cannot hide the depths of pain – or indeed the smiles and laughter of a life remembered.

I know those emotions personally from those I have loved and lost.

The loss of a child, however, touches a different place.
The loss of Elianna, someone I didn’t know, has left me with many different emotions.

I was almost going to say that I want to confess to feeling angry – but why should I confess to it?

It isn’t a dirty word or an inappropriate emotion. Perhaps we have been trained to think that we shouldn’t bring it here – into our worship – but I think that’s nonsense – and I bring it here because the Psalmist brings it, and Jesus brought it to the temple.

The psalmist often gets angry at God, angry at the enemy, angry at the world, angry at those who cause hurt.

And all of that I bring today – as our anger can teach us.
My initial response to hearing about Elianne, though we didn’t know her name then, was ‘Not again!’

I go to the gym up in New Addington, and have driven past the memorials to Bradley Hutchins, who was killed just a week or so ago – ‘not again!’
Why is there so much knife crime?

Why are our young people carrying knives?

How are they so willing to feel the knife enter a body?

There is not the distance of a gun – you must be up close, seeing the face of the one you stab.
So many ‘whys’.

Of course, there is sadness at a life lost.

But I was surprised by the anger – the fury I have felt…

Anger at the young man.
That his response to being turned down, was to reach for the knife.

Anger at the society and parents and community that have taught him how to be…

Anger at how some so quickly called him ‘evil’ – so that we don’t have to face up to the reality that he is just like all of us – he is a child of God.

There are reasons why he is who he is.

Anger at the way the media have reduced him to being nothing more than ‘from New Addington’ – we know what that implies. We’re not stupid.
I was angry that Elianne was reported as being from a £19,000 a year school – as if that was relevant – as if our grief and anger should be greater, because she was of greater value to society!

I was angry at ITV and the BBC for ringing me – a random church minister, to try and get some juicy gossip about Elianne and her family.

I’m angry that a child of God, will not grow into all that God had created her to be. So sad and furious that a family will live with this grief for the rest of their lives. So sad…

And then as more was known

and more people were wading in with their opinions…

I became angry at the closing down of conversation.

‘He should just be killed – bring back capital punishment.’

As if that answers anything.

And if anyone dare ask why he is who he is, or show him an ounce of compassion, – for he has ruined his life – the shouts of ‘murderer-lover’ scream across social media.

I understand the impulse to imagine that none of us have anything to do with it – he was a one off, he was unhinged and just bad.

To keep it all at arms length – but we are involved – because we are part of the community and the society that raises our children.
I’m angry at the voices of politicians all saying that it’s a terribly sad situation, but it’s all very complex.
It’s not that complicated.
It’s about injustice, poverty, racism, masculinity, toxic media, for a start.
I am so angry that we refuse to do what Archbishop Desmond Tutu suggested.

Not just to try and save people from drowning in the river, but to go up-stream and find out why they are falling in, in the first place.

I am so drained and frustrated and angry that it seems we have no will, as a society, to tackle the blinding obvious issues that blight our young people.

I’m tired of listening to people pontificate about what needs to happen, without talking and listening to those who have lived experience (and I count myself it this!)
If we want to know why young people carry knives – surely we need to talk to them!

There were 40,000 knife related crimes in the UK in 2019.

49% of which were with children and young people.

Croydon has the worst record for knife crimes in schools out of any London Borough - and that will be in poorer areas with greater racial diversity.

Not because poor or black youngsters are just worse – but because the poverty and injustice causes insecurity and poorer mental health and there are fewer services in those areas. It’s not rocket science.
1 Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.
2     Lord, hear my voice!
Let your ears be attentive
    to the voice of my supplications!
I am breathless with frustration and sadness and I know that I’m part of the problem. I am part of a society with neither the will nor the inclination to make the kinds of changes that will help.

And that’s partly because I am unwilling to give up some of my privilege to allow others to rise to something close to what God would want for them.

3 If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities,
    Lord, who could stand?
I stand before you this morning and simply say – I’m so tired of watching grieving families pay tribute to their loved ones.

6 my soul waits for the Lord
    more than those who watch for the morning,
Silence
Worship is a place to bring our whole selves.

Our prayer and silence, our singing and talking and exploring God’s word – none of this is ever done in a vacuum.

We don’t come here to hide from the world.

We bring it with us.

We recognise that God is alongside and in and through everything that we experience and how we cope with our emotions.
Most of all, I think we come, alongside others,

our Christian siblings, to try and discover what God in Christ is teaching us. What kind of world are we being called to inhabit and create?

Paul was doing the same thing with the community in Philippi.

Helping them to work out what it was to be a follower of Jesus.

It is verse 13 of today’s passage from chapter 2, that really stood out for me this week – and different translations use different words that give it greater meaning…

The NRSV says:

13 for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.
To will and work.
The NIV says: ‘will and act’

GNB – ‘willing and able’
KJV – ‘will and do’
‘The voice’ – ‘desire and do’
God is at work in us, enabling us to have the ‘will’/desire to act/do God’s good pleasure.

There are two parts to how we seek to bring God’s Kingdom on earth:
Having the will – the desire for change

And the action – the doing of change.

We need both.

Beyond our sadness and grief and anger and frustration

is there the will to make the changes necessary for all God’s people to flourish?
Is there the desire?

If we are created in God’s image, then we are gifted our emotions – that they may teach us the desire to act.

If we bury them, of hide them, we stifle God’s voice.

It’s a different context, but how many American presidents have we watched crying at yet another mass-shooting – but that emotion has not translated into the desire to act.

We may all say that we have the desire for knife crime to end – but is that desire strong enough to act?
Do we allow God to translate our emotions into a deep desire that causes us to act?

I find hope in the fact that Paul says ‘for it is God who IS at work in you.

He states it as fact.

God IS at work in you – perhaps through our anger and grief.

Are we listening?

Are we prepared for God’s emotions to prompt a desire for God’s Kingdom – and the willingness to act.
To listen

to learn

to cry

to rant from a pulpit

to search for answers

to deeply yearn for light in the darkness

and to be guided by the Spirit to act.

To make the changes

that enable our children and young people to flourish.

For with the Lord there is steadfast love,
    and with God is great power to redeem.
May all that we feel today, fuel a deep desire to act for justice, for hope, for peace, for mercy in our community.
So be it. Amen
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