12th May 2019
Daniel 3.13-27
Last week I started to look at the Book of Daniel. Even people outside the church have heard about Daniel in the lion’s den and the fiery furnace. 
I briefly said how the first six chapters give an account of the way in which Daniel the Jew exercises immense influence in the kingdom of Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. The story is set in the time when the Jews were in exile in Babylon. Daniel is a representative Jew who has learned to sustain and practice his distinctive Jewish identity in the presence of indifferent or hostile imperial power and Babylonian culture. Nebuchadnezzar functions as a metaphorical foil for the Jewish faith and for the Jewish community and as an enemy of the God of Israel The plotline is therefore about how people of God retain their faith and identity in the midst of a prevailing culture that is indifferent of hostile towards them. 
Maybe you have been thinking of experiences of where you felt you had to draw the line, because you felt that the action you were required to take would seriously compromise your faith and integrity. I remember how someone shared with me how during his football playing years the team manager had told his players that when they got into the penalty box they should try and dive and win a penalty. This person refused and said that wasn’t football and he wasn’t going to deliberately cheat but how he felt the heat of the manager in standing up to him. 
Someone shared about the grey area over whether having travelled away on work he had the option of claiming an evening meal on expenses when he didn’t have to.
Someone shared about how as a nurse her manager revised the working schedules forcing her to work on Sunday. She refused and was promptly sacked. However she then found a better job.

Throughout the centuries believers have had to take their stand knowing that it might mean loss, perhaps suffering and martyrdom. 
Elie Wiesal wrote a play that was about a pogrom in Poland but was based on something he ysa he witnessed as a teenager in Auschwitz. Three rabbis put God on trial for permitting the massacre of his people. In due course they found God guilty. Then, after a long silence, one fo them looked up and saw that it was getting dark and said that it was time for evening prayers. So they broke off their trail of God to say their prayers. Maybe they were playing safe just in case they were wrong about the Almighty. Wiesal has called his play a tragic farce. 
Whatever is meant by this text it is not that God always grants safety and protection to his people.  In our reading from Daniel today Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego are threatened with being put into the fiery furnace unless they prostrate themselves before the golden images of the Babylonian gods.  In chapter three, the King of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, is already in a furious rage because these Jews in exile in his country will not submit to his authority. 
Any self respecting superpower will require that the subjects ‘fall down and worship the statue’ - that is - give visible, bodily consent to the imposed order. Do it in worship, so that the empire can be wrapped in a flag of religious legitimacy.

Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego are models of resistance. Because they say a firm yes to their faith they have to say no to the false control of their lives that Nebuchadnezzar seeks to impose.

They say ‘your majesty, we have no need to answer to you on this matter’ they are refusing his authority – they won’t let him define the rules of the game nor the focus of their lives.’
Walter Brueggemann, my favourite Old Testament scholar, talks about how a monopoly of power opens the way for immense insanity, injustice, exploitation and brutality. The Nebuchadnezzar’s of this world imagine they are a law unto themselves, not accountable to any, not protected by any, free for themselves. Such autonomy anticipates the verdict of Dostoyevsky, that ‘without God everything is possible’.

The ‘everything’ about which the texts from ancient Israel care the most is the brutality that arises in the world.  This view is at variance to the popular notion that freedom from a belief in God is going to liberate humanity. If history tells us anything – such freedom most likely leads to brutality.

Nebuchadnezzar has blatant arrogance and finds for reasons of self assertion and bravado to boast and set himself as a rival to other authorities, including that of God. Brutality is the fruit of autonomy, arrogance and anxiety, which works not only against vulnerable Israel but against every other vulnerable community within the grasp of such power. Which is worth reflecting on – because we too could act as a Nebuchadnezzar to anyone who does not share our views or values. In this multicultural society we live in, Daniel is about allowing all people to live together to create well being in society – but not to force people to reject what is precious to them and sacrifice their own identity and distinctiveness.
The reason for such defiance by Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego is their confidence in God. They are sure of God’s protective presence.

If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to deliver us from it, and he will deliver us[c] from Your Majesty’s hand. 
The faithful do not succumb, because they have a more powerful advocate.

But then as if that were not enough they make a second assertion which is stunning.
18 But even if he does not, we want you to know, Your Majesty, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.

In other words, they express some doubt that God’s power may not be able to stand against the power of Nebuchadnezzar but they will not submit.  Their second ground for resistance is truly astonishing. It is not based on whether they will be blessed and come out victorious. But on a resolve of an identity that will stay with the God of the gospel, no matter what may come.

How do you answer such defiance? Nebuchadnezzar cranks up to a new level of rage as raw power does when he is pushed into a corner. The king heats up the furnaces of intimidation, seven times more than usual. And the three resistors are pushed into the persuasive flames.

In the story they come out unscathed and vindicated.

However you take this story – literally or metaphorically, it serves to encourage the believer, persecuted for their faith to believe that God is with them through thick and thin and will deliver them.  
We well know from the records of history and present-day examples that Christians do suffer because of their faith and often they pay with their lives. Not a week goes by without me hearing of stories from around the world where Christians has been killed because of their faith. 
In October we will have Vic Thomas’s stepfather, Mervyn, preach to us. He is the head of Christian Solidarity Worldwide, a human rights organization campaigning for religious tolerance. 

This last week: A Christian prayer meeting at Praise the Lord Church in Kanjappalli, Coimbatore District, Tamil Nadu was attacked by Hindu nationalists on 3 May.
Six men aged between 21 and 38 who belong to a Hindu nationalist group known as Hindu Munani, disrupted the meeting and threatened to kill the Christians if they continued praying, before assaulting them.

Safety and protection is not always granted to every believer in this world. 
Christian Aid week highlights the plight of pregnant women in Sierra Leone. 

Jebbeh is one of the kindest people you will ever meet. She has a warm smile and motherly touch. But her life has been incredibly tough. Recently, Jebbeh’s sister, Fatmata, was pregnant in a village nearby. When she went into labour there were so few ambulances that Fatmata had no choice but to walk for three hours, under the baking sun, to the nearest hospital. The road was long, and she struggled to keep walking. With every step, Fatmata feared for her life and the life of her baby. Jebbeh told us: ‘My sister was crying out with hunger. She died on the side of the road. She never gave birth.’ 
No woman should die in childbirth. But for Jebbeh, this wasn’t just any woman. This was her sister – her strength, her comfort, her own. Jebbeh herself is heavily pregnant. As her baby grows, it’s not joy that fills her heart, but fear. Pregnancy should be a time of joy, not a time of fear. But instead of buying new baby clothes, Jebbeh has gone to her sister’s burial. Instead of excitement and joy, she feels pain and sorrow. She cries, and we cry with her. This Christian Aid Week with your support, we can continue working alongside communities like Jebbeh’s to build bigger, better health centres, ensuring mums can deliver their babies safely and live long. Our stand of faith alongside people like Jebbeh can make a difference.
The stand of faith can inspire quite unexpected attitudes in the friends and foes. Those who have to hold together the claims of faith and the claims of the world are encouraged to remember that God has been known to make it possible for people to live in this world in accordance with faith’s claims.
Antoinette Mushimiyimana was just eleven when war erupted in her home country of Rwanda. On the 25th anniversary of the genocide she shares her journey from survival and suffering to forgiveness.

Her family – who are Tutsi – faced discrimination, and years before the genocide many Tutsi people were imprisoned and killed.

The genocide started after the death of President Habyarimana. It was the night of 6th April 1994.”

The following morning, the Interahamwe (the Hutu militia) came to our house, looking for “cockroaches”, which was the term of abuse they used for Tutsi people. 
She hid in the pit latrine outside her house for about three weeks. But some of her family were killed.
One day she decided to leave her hiding place. As she ran amid the terror and chaos, she fell over and landed in a ditch. The person behind her was carrying a large sack of beans on his back, which fell off and landed on top of her. The sack was crushing her. Unable to lift the sack off her she lay in the ditch for a few hours and eventually fell asleep, exhausted.

When she awoke the sack was no longer on her but beside her. 
‘I have no idea how this happened but I believe it was a miracle. I made my way back home while saying to God: “Please protect me, if you exist.” Eventually I arrived back at the latrine. I sat in my safe place for many hours until my dad and two of my brothers, who I thought were dead, found me and told me that we had to leave. 
She became a Christian in 2000 realizing that she  wanted a relationship with God. Before then I had found it very difficult to enter churches because I had seen so many people killed in them.
Because of what Jesus has done in my life, I have found the strength to forgive those who killed my family. I have embraced forgiveness as a fundamental key to freedom and a stepping stone to reconciliation. However, my forgiveness journey has been tested many times. I have discovered that forgiveness is a choice you have to make over and over again. I still have to forgive people associated with my loss.

Through forgiveness I have found a freedom that I did not have when I held on to unforgiveness, when I was in bondage to hatred, bitterness, resentment and anger. I couldn’t see the killers as human beings; their acts of evil made them lower than animals in my eyes. True forgiveness is a deeper level of understanding just how much we have been forgiven by God. Luke 6:37: “Forgive, and you will be forgiven” has brought me so much inner peace.

The Lord is our Shepherd – we shall not want

He makes us lie down in green pastures

He leads us beside still waters

He restoreth our soul.

May God give us the courage to hold true to our faith – whether t we see God’s deliverance in this world or the next.

