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If I had heard the phrase ‘Double Dip’ more than 18 months ago, I would have thought it referred to a type of children’s ice lolly or a process at work for coating sheets of bare metal

· but today, as we face financial crisis (still), we know that ‘double dip’ means something much more sinister and threatening
· crisis can make us sit up and take notice – but we can end up reacting (wrongly) rather than making a considered response

In the year 587BCE the nation of Israel suffered more than a double dip – it was a plunge into catastrophe, over a precipice 
· this nation that had stood proudly as God’s chosen people found themselves overrun, defeated and colonised by Babylon (the super-power of the day)
· all was lost – the Nation state, the Monarchy, the Temple, and their economy – nothing but ruins were left
· the rich & powerful were taken from their positions of privilege and status on the 800 mile journey to Babylon – (fish out of water, as it were)
This was more than mere double dip – life came to a sudden and violent end

· we have no way of comparing their sense of loss with our lives 
(but maybe the people of Tahiti, or North Pakistan.)
· but it was a serious loss of certainty, predictability, and control
· things we also are greatly fearful of losing 

And how were they to deal with this, their EXILE?

There were two main temptations

· 1. Despair:  
Where is God in the middle of all of this?  
How can we sing the songs of the Lord in a foreign land?
It is, of course not wrong to verbalise your pain, 
          but it is despair when we become stuck in it

· 2. Assimilation:
Oh, there is no point any longer; look the Babylonians live well, let’s become like them.
Let’s live like everyone else – they seem to be doing quite well on it

· (These are two attitudes that are temptations to us, when it seems that what happened before no longer happens)

A lesson to be learnt

Importantly there was a lesson to be learned, that could only be learned when certainty, predictability, and control were no longer options

· and the lesson was simply this – “The love of God for human beings is completely unconditional”

· and it is a lesson that we are also invited to consider – as maybe our turn is coming
Yes, we say that God is love, 
   that Christ died for the ungodly, 
   this is my body given up for you, 
   Lord I am not worthy to receive you but only say the words and I will be healed

Yes, we can recite the parable of the prodigal son and the lost sheep, yet often our narrative goes something like this:

· God is probably angry with us, and has noticed everything we have done wrong since the day we were born
· But if we repent of our sins and start to live good lives, then he will change his mind, forgive us, and give us eternal life, as long as we continue to believe in him and live good lives
· But we need to be careful, because if we trip up, God will notice.

This is the script that most people believe in (whether they say so or not) of all cultures
This is the script that the people of Israel lived by – “If we do right things then God will be on our side”
this is a lost cause!

Israel had to learn this lesson, and we have to learn it too, 
and maybe our own loss of certainty, predictability, and control will help us

God does not love us because of anything we have done. 

God does not love us because we are well behaved or obedient or kind
God does not stop loving us when we fail - or when we disobey the commandments
God does not cease to love us even when we do wrong things
God’s love for us is unconditional, unmerited, unqualified, unreserved, absolute, changeless
We cannot earn it, no matter how hard we try, no matter how well we do
We cannot lose it, no matter how hard we try, no matter how badly we do
God does not change his mind about us
God is eternally and hopelessly in love with the creatures he made in his image
Us Human beings
This is what Israel was unable even to consider while it was ‘business as usual’

So turning to Jesus . . . 

This is what we learn from the parable of the Prodigal Son (a story about return from Exile)
· is that the father is completely consistent in his attitude to his son from beginning to end
· he loves him when he asks for his share of the money 
(lit. when wishing his father was dead)
· he loves his son when he walks away to a far country and not looking back

· he loves his son as he waits day by day, week by week looking towards the horizon
· he loves his son as he runs towards him as this ragged boy returns home

Nothing changed in the father, in his attitude to the boy – it was always love

· all that changed was in how the son thought about his father

· what led to that change of mind in the son was that he was deeply disturbed

· when he realised he was not the one in control

It is often only when we are deeply unsettled or disturbed that we change our thinking

QUOTE:
“It is very odd, that Christians should think that when we do good God will reward us 
  and when we do evil he will punish us” -  Jesus never taught this
God doesn’t change his mind about us; as his mind is never anything but love
God changes our mind about him - again and again and again
God’s love for us doesn’t depend on what we do or what we are like
God’s love is the same whether we are sinners or not. It makes no difference to God
Jesus is the same yesterday, today and for ever
Sin doesn’t alter God’s attitude to us
it alters our attitude to God, so that we change God from the one who is simply love and nothing else, into this punitive ogre
cf. Our view of our parents, and how we parented our children - which was not perfect
where love was at times conditional (even with the best parents)

Conclusion
And today on our Stewardship & Thanksgiving Sunday
· the thing that will change our church for ever is not how much money is pledged

· but whether or not we believe and live in the 100% unconditional love of God for us that nothing can change
If we trusted the unconditional love of God

· no longer would you and I need to show that we ere right and the other person wrong

· no longer the need to make sure that we are thought well of by other people

· no longer needing to prove our points or win our arguments 

· BECAUSE WE WOULD KNOW THAT WE ARE ETERNALLY LOVED

While money helps us to pay our way, it is this love of God that will enable us to do unthinkable things, because we will be secure – thus no longer being needy for certainly, predictability or control
· just free to be
