Homily for People and Parishes

Readings: Acts 7:55-60 Psalm 31:1-5, 17-18
1Peter 2:11-25 John 14:1-14

How many times have we heard the comforting words which begin today’s Gospel reading,
‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me’ (John 14:1)? If you're
wondering why the words are so familiar, it is because they are very often read at Anglican
funerals. The next verse affirms, ‘In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places!’
(John 14:2a). Itis almost as though Jesus is remembered saying, ‘Don’t worry about what
happens next. I've been there, and I’ll take care of you!” Don’t let your hearts be troubled!

It’s not surprising that our hearts become troubled when someone we love dies because we
are grieving. The grief feels a bit softer when there has been time to say good-bye, and that
person has lived a long life, and has been kind. But it can be complex and raw when a
young person dies, or a person dies suddenly, or there are unresolved issues with that
person. ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me.’

Our human experience also affirms that our hearts can become troubled by more than
death. Our hearts can be troubled by many things, and these include relationship
difficulties, financial challenges, and identity issues. We get a glimpse of these in questions
like, ‘Why won’t he talk to me?’ ‘Why won’t she return my calls?’; ‘How can | pay the
mortgage now that I've lost my job?’; and ‘Who am |, now that | am retired and am at home
all the time?’

Sometime ago, a friend from St George sent me a fantastic poem which tells the story of a
man who is deeply troubled. The poem is called ‘Rain from Nowhere’ and it was written in
2007 by the Australian poet Murray Hartin. Basically, it describes the thoughts of a cattle
farmer who is struggling.

The rains haven’t come, the cattle are dying, and he can’t sell them because they’re not in
good condition. The banks are demanding that he repay the interest on his loans, and
though he’s worked hard there doesn’t seem to be a way forward. He feels useless
because his grandparents and parents had made the farm work financially... even when
there were tough seasons. So, he gets really depressed and concludes that the best way out
for him, and for his family, is that he ends his life.
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He has a meal with his family, and says goodnight to his wife and children, before going out
into the night to shoot his remaining cattle, and then himself.

You don’t get much more troubled than that!

On the way top the paddock he checks his mailbox and finds a letter from his Dad, and he’s
moved by this because his Dad had never been one to talk much. It had always been his
Mum who wrote the letters and the cards. So, he reads the letter and, basically, his Dad
says, | know you’re doing it tough because of the drought, and I've been in a similar place
and planned to end my life.

I’m worried about you because | haven’t heard from you for a while, and | know that
sometimes when things are tough, we can get really down. No matter how bad it gets
please talk to somebody! You will get through this, and maybe that means getting a job in
town for a while until the rains come again! Your family needs you alive! You are not alone!
and, | love youl!

In the poem the man reads the letter from his Dad and he cries, and then he laughs, and he
feeds the cattle the last ten bales of hay before driving back to the house with a new sense
of hope and purpose. He hugs his wife, asks his kids to set up a board game, and then calls
his Dad to thank him.

It is a brilliant poem that names important truths about human experience which include
the fact that life can be incredibly tough; that sometimes we can feel so down we are not
able to see a way forward by ourselves; that we need to look out for each other; and... that
the right words, at the right time, can be life-giving.

How do the words ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled’ currently connect with your life?
How do they land with what troubles you? What burdens you? What threatens to
overwhelm you? What makes you angry?

The next verse can be translated, ‘Believe in God, believe also in me...” or, ‘Trust in God,
trust also in me.” | think the use of the word ‘trust’ instead of ‘believe’ is a powerful
alternative. Jesus is remembered saying, ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God,
trust also in me...”

Whatever challenges we face as individuals or as congregations; whatever troubles we
struggle with as families and communities; it is life-giving to be reminded that we are called
to trust God, in every circumstance.
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That somehow, no matter how hard it gets, God is with us and will — somehow - see us
through. For when we trust God we are like the cattle farmer in the poem who has been
reminded that he is not alone, and that his father loves him deeply. Like the cattle farmer
in the poem, we can weep and laugh in response and return to our living with a renewed
sense of hope and purpose. Like the cattle farmer in the poem we will... in time, ‘hear the
roll of thunder, and smell the smell of rain.’

Would you please join me as | close in prayer...

Gracious God, we give thanks for the joy of knowing you as the one who calls us, and the
one whom we follow. In the midst of where we are right now, help us to grow in faith,
hope and love — trusting that you are with us every step of each day. We pray through
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Questions:

1. Inthe Homily | ask, ‘How do the words ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled’ currently
connect with your life? How do they land with what troubles you? What burdens
you? What threatens to overwhelm you? What makes you angry?’

I’d like to go further now and ask how you have brought those things to God in
prayer, and whether you have shared how you’re going with another person?

2. Please read through the poem ‘Rain from nowhere’ (below) and then reflect on what
part of the poem struck you?

3. Have you received a written message from a family member or friend that
encouraged you when you were feeling flat? Who wrote that? What was going on

for you at that time? Was God’s grace present in the words and in the act of writing?

4. When was the last time you wrote to someone to encourage them?
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The Poem: Rain from Nowhere by Murray Hartin

His cattle didn’t get a bid, they were fairly bloody poor,

What was he going to do? He couldn’t feed them anymore,

The dams were all but dry, hay was thirteen bucks a bale,

Last month’s talk of rain was just a fairytale,

His credit had run out, no chance to pay what’s owed,

Bad thoughts ran through his head as he drove down Gully Road.

“Geez, great grandad bought the place back in 1898,

“Now I’'m such a useless bastard, I'll have to shut the gate.
“Can’t support my wife and kids, not like dad and those before,
“Crikey, Grandma kept it going while Pop fought in the war.”
With depression now his master, he abandoned what was right,
There’s no place in life for failures, he’d end it all tonight.

There were still some things to do, he’d have to shoot the cattle first,
Of all the jobs he’d ever done, that would be the worst.

He’d have a shower, watch the news, then they’d all sit down for tea
Read his kids a bedtime story, watch some more TV,

Kiss his wife goodnight, say he was off to shoot some roos

Then in a paddock far away he’d blow away the blues.

But he drove in the gate and stopped — as he always had

To check the roadside mailbox — and found a letter from his Dad.

Now his dad was not a writer, Mum did all the cards and mail

But he knew the writing from the notebooks that he’d kept from cattle sales,
He sensed the nature of its contents, felt moisture in his eyes,

Just the fact his dad had written was enough to make him cry.

“Son, | know it’s bloody tough, it’s a cruel and twisted game,

“This life upon the land when you’re screaming out for rain,

“There’s no candle in the darkness, not a single speck of light

“But don’t let the demon get you, you have to do what’s right,

“I don’t know what’s in your head but push the bad thoughts well away
“See, you'll always have your family at the back end of the day

“You have to talk to someone, and yes | know | rarely did
“But you have to think about Fiona and think about the kids.
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“I’'m worried about you son, you haven’t rung for quite a while,
“I know the road you’re on ‘cause I've walked every bloody mile.
“The date? December 7 back in 1983,

“Behind the shed | had the shotgun rested in the brigalow tree.

“See, I’d borrowed way too much to buy the Johnson place

“Then it didn’t rain for years and we got bombed by interest rates,
“The bank was at the door, | didn’t think | had a choice,

“I began to squeeze the trigger — that’s when | heard your voice.
“You said ‘Where are you Daddy? It’s time to play our game’
“I’'ve got Squatter all set up, we might get General Rain.’

“It really was that close, you’re the one that stopped me son,

“And you’re the one that taught me there’s no answer in a gun.

“Just remember people love you, good friends won’t let you down.
“Look, you might have to swallow pride and take that job in town,

“Just ’til things come good, son, you’ve always got a choice

“And when you get this letter ring me, ‘cause I'd love to hear your voice.”

Well he cried and laughed and shook his head then put the truck in gear,
Shut his eyes and hugged his dad in a vision that was clear,

Dropped the cattle at the yards, put the truck away

Filled the troughs the best he could and fed his last ten bales of hay.

Then he strode towards the homestead, shoulders back and head held high,
He still knew the road was tough but there was purpose in his eye.

He called his wife and children, who’d lived through all his pain,
Hugs said more than words — he’d come back to them again,

They talked of silver linings, how good times always follow bad,

Then he walked towards the phone, picked it up and rang his Dad.
And while the kids set up the Squatter, he hugged his wife again,
Then they heard the roll of thunder, and they smelt the smell of rain.
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