18th January 2009

Psalm 139:1–6, 13–18

Many adults today feel that others have access to too much information about them. Credit card transactions are monitored. Personal information is stored in databases that sometimes are vulnerable. Security cameras seem to watch every move. Paradoxically, many adults feel isolated and lonely in an increasingly impersonal society. When business is transacted on the Internet, there seldom is need to speak to a real, live person. 
Psalm 139 speaks about being known, loved, and called by God – some may find this image somewhat threatening. For others, it may be comforting, bringing with it the knowledge that God understands and loves. The psalmist says God “hems me in on every side.” Is this an image of protection or of control? Sometimes people hear the verses about God’s “wonderful” and complete knowledge as threatening 
One of the joys of being in a close relationship is knowing the other person well, and being known by her or him. In a good relationship, there is no need to pretend. The other person is aware of faults – knows when one dislikes conversation first thing in the morning or has trouble being on time for appointments. The other person knows these things and, because of the strength of the relationship, loves in spite of them. 

Psalm 139 is a well-known treasure. It is a poetic meditation on God’s intimate presence with humankind.  God knows us through and through – knows our actions, our thoughts, our questions. Indeed, the psalmist says, before we even say a word, God knows what we are going to say. God knows us from before our birth. Our bodies are wonderfully made by God, “knit together” in the womb. The psalm is full of images of an active God who searches, who forms and makes, who is deeply involved in human lives. 
The idea of a personal God raises many issues. Does God really know everything we are going to say and do before it happens? Are our days actually numbered? If God knows all things in advance, is there any free will for human Beings? The kind of questions to ask on an Alpha Course? It’s all a mystery, the psalmist says. God’s thoughts are too weighty for us to grasp. 
1809 is not only the year that the building of this church was completed, but it was also the year in which Charles Darwin was born. Darwin’s theory of evolution has been used by many to rubbish a belief in a personal God. There is a £150,000 campaign by atheists going on at the moment with slogans on buses saying  ‘There’s probably no God so stop worrying and go and enjoy yourself’. Darwin himself never denied the existence of God and did not believe that the Universe is the result of chance. 
Nevertheless his theory of evolution changed the way that we see the world and indeed does challenge our view of the scriptures. For my part, I don’t see the book of Genesis as a science text book but written by people who didn’t have the knowledge and understanding we have today using pictorial and poetical language to explore deep truth’s – why is there something and not nothing. The precise laws and constants that seem uniquely fitted to produce life by a process of evolution is hugely improbable. For me the existence of a designer, a creator, makes it less improbable that we have life. This God must be a personal God who is not less than a human mind and consciousness.

The four year olds always say that’s a cop out. If god created everything – who created God? The question is unanswerable. God is eternal – nothing could possibly make God. Everything in time is explained by reference to the law of cause and effect. You are here because your mother and father got together – to use a euphemism. But if you think of something in time, you can also think of something not in time – an eternal thing – not brought into being by something else. Never was there a time when it was not. 
Forget God for a moment and ask the question ‘could there be a final explanation for why the universe is the way it is? If so what would that explanation be like. If there is to be a final explanation – there is at least one eternal thing that does not depend on anything else for its existence.

If you want to follow up these deep arguments - come on the Alpha Course or read something like Keith Ward’s book ‘why there almost certainly is a God’. It was reviewed in this month’s Reform and is a brilliant defence of a belief in a personal God. Not an easy read – but if you have a scientific background or enjoy philosophy you will find it rewarding.

For most of us it’s all a mystery. We just have a gut instinct that because we have consciousness we are innately aware that there must be a personal; mind, consciousness, spirit behind existence. It’s all a bit beyond us. This is an analogy using pets from The Spirituality of Pets by James Taylor. (Copyright © 2006 Wood Lake Publishing.)
One night, Joan was home alone when she heard the back door rattle. At first, she thought it might be me coming in. But the door didn’t open. Then she wondered if somebody might be delivering something. But the doorbell hadn’t rung.

Just the doorknob, rattling. 

With images from Alfred Hitchcock’s horror movies racing through her mind, she peeked out. There was no one. No one at all. As she stood there, the doorknob rattled again.
Finally, Joan mustered enough courage to stick her face right up against the door window. There, standing on his hind feet and swatting the doorknob with a front paw, was our large, black-and-white cat, Sylvester. I suspect that Sylvester’s intelligence compares to ours at roughly the same proportion as our intelligence to God’s. Even if I had taken that door handle apart, and carefully explained to him exactly how all the different parts meshed to release the catch and open the door, Sylvester would never have understood.
In the same way, even if God could slow down the universe, could show us how all these stars and planets and atoms and molecules, all these plants and animals and people, all mesh together into a coherent pattern of life and death and new life, we could never grasp it. Like the biblical Job, awestruck before God, we would have to admit that these are “things I do not understand, things too wonderful for me to know.” Yet somehow Sylvester recognized that the door handle had something to do with opening the door. Swatting the doorknob became a kind of ritual – and lo and behold, the door would open. Not always, but often enough to establish a connection.
Like Sylvester, we discover that there are special times when doors seem to open into God’s presence. We sense that presence powerfully when we welcome new members into our families – in the birth of a child, or in marriage. We feel that God is somehow present when we gather in harmony around the table. We recognize God’s comforting presence in the agony of grief. Not always. But often enough to know that it’s possible. And because we long for those moments, we create rituals to encourage them to happen again. So we come together to celebrate baptism, communion, marriage… In a sense, we rattle God’s doorknobs. And lo and behold, sometimes the door opens. 

The danger lies in assuming that we open the door – to grace, to love, to community, or to healing – through performing our rituals. We don’t. Like Sylvester, we only rattle the doorknob. God opens the door.
Living with pets reminds us constantly of the disparity between their intelligence and ours – and thus of the disparity between us and God. As the psalmist says: How mysterious, God are your thoughts to me, how vast in number they are! Were I to try counting them, they would be more than the grains of sand: to finish the count, my years must equal yours.’ 
So every time I see my pets learning something about living with me, I see ways in which we can learn about living with God.

Let us pray: 
A Contemporary Reading of Psalm 139
Lord, you have an enormous file on me.

Your informers report all my movements,

and you know what armchair,

what theatre seat, what office stool I sit on,

how I respond to my alarm clock and early

cup of tea, the path I follow to factory, swimming

pool, or church. 
You have photostats of all my air tickets, expense accounts, and hotel bookings.
You have on tape everything I say in public and in private. You created me and you sustain me to the last detail.

Lord, I don’t know how you do it.
I am astounded at your incredibly detailed knowledge,

and I cannot begin to compete with your efficiency. 
However unrecollected I may be

about you – and I am often very unrecollected

both in my prayers and outside them – you are

always recollected about me. 
At first I found your knowledge of me to be paralysing rather

than liberating. Your eye – you as the divine

voyeur – terrified me. How dared I speak or act

when the expert was watching me?
So my first reaction was a desire to escape from this surveillance.

Yet I knew that your “wonderful and excellent” closeness to me was in my own best interests, and I came to thank you for it, and for the way in which it brings to fruition whatever

good seeds you have planted in me.
In any case, it is futile to want to escape, because I could not do that if I tried. If I climb up into heaven – in prayer, friendship, relaxation – you are there in love. 
When I am in the hell of sin and rebellion, in a place so unclean that I should not have expected to find you in it, you are there in judgement.
If I take the morning jet and fly to the most distant spot in the world, or to the frontiers of faith and suffering, you meet me there and hold me fast, for your love has no limits. 
When the night closes round me and the darkness steals over me – the darkness of criticism, failure, pain, and death – that darkness will become bright as day, because darkness and light are both under your control, and you are the light of

the world. 
Realizing your closeness to me I turn to you, in penitence certainly, but also in trust.

Your care for me is shown by my creation, for which you were personally responsible, by the miracle of my existence which began when I was conceived in your thought aeons before I was conceived in my mother’s womb. Your counsels

– your thoughts – are precious to me, although often I do not understand them, for your thoughts, Divine Thinker, are higher than my thoughts. 
You would not have created me if you had not loved

me – I know I am not an unwanted child – and so

I can approach you with confidence.

Copyright © Leslie E. Stradling 1977. Used by permission of SPCK, London.
Call to worship

This dialogue between leader and congregation acknowledges that, before we gathered here, God was waiting for us and, before we worship, God is already meeting us.

Before anything was,

God dreamed of me.

God searches for me,

God finds me.

Before I speak,

God hears me.

Before I move,

God is before me.

Before I was born,

God knew me.

Before I was seen,

God saw me.

Before I was named,

God called me.

Before I give praise.

God calls me here.

Opening prayer

Say this prayer near the table that was used during the

gathering time.

Here, in your presence,

may we hear you call our names

and willingly follow you
here and in every place we travel.

So call us again, O God,

for we come with a desire

to know you better,

here and in every place you wait for us.

Prayer of confession

Invite people to cup one hand and cover it with the other

hand. This is a reflective piece where people are led through

the prayer as they focus on their hands.

I am holding my confession, O God.

It is the whole shape of my life:

who I have become in it,

where I have journeyed,

and the decisions I have made.

I am holding my confession, O God.

Grant me the strength to hold it,

and recognize myself in it –

my hurts and longings,

the memories I cannot let go.

I am holding my confession, O God.

of missed journeys and lost opportunity,

of pathways and relationships begun,

beyond where I should have gone.

I am holding my confession, O God,

and you know each one,

for you are before me and behind me,

knowing every word before it is formed,

my lying down and my rising.

And you invite me to open my hands,

so I can know the sin you keep –

the burden you cannot forgive…

I find there is nothing there.

Assurance of pardon

God does not hold on to our sins.

Knowing us fully,

loving us unconditionally,

forgiving us absolutely,

God holds us completely.
Opening the word with children

Amazingly made

Announce that our bodies are made by God and they

are amazing in many ways. Share the body facts below

as a way of helping everyone discover just how

amazing our bodies are.
(1) Have people find a heart beat in their necks or

wrists. Count the beats for ten seconds. Most hearts

beat 40,000,000 times a year. 
(2) Place a hand on your chest and feel it rise and fall with every breath. See how big of a breath everyone can take. Explain that the left lung is smaller than the right one to make

room for your heart. 
(3) Invite people to try and tickle themselves. Does it work? Explain that it is impossible to tickle yourself because your brain knows the tickle is coming and it ignores the tickle message that gets  sent when someone else tickles you.

Bodies are amazing because each one is different.

No one has the same look, colour, or shape, as

anyone else. We each are able to do many different

things. God knows how fast our hearts beat and how

ticklish we are. God knows and loves each one of us

completely.

Always and everywhere

(based on Psalm 139:1–6, 13–18)

This is a retelling of Psalm 139 from the 3–5 age-level

resource. People of all ages will enjoy hearing about God’s

love. Before telling the Psalm, practice this response: “Here

and there, always and everywhere.”

Many, many years ago people wrote songs about

God’s great love for us. The people were so happy,

they wanted to sing about it and dance about it. If they

could, they might have even wanted to blow bubbles

about God’s love. This is a song one person wrote

about God’s love…
Oh, God, you are always with me.

I am never alone. And you know me, and you love me, (blow a few bubbles and say…)

here and there, always and everywhere.

Oh, God, you know what I am doing.

You know what I am thinking – even before I say it.

And you know me, and you love me, (blow a few bubbles

and say…)

here and there, always and everywhere.

Oh, God, you were with me when I was a baby.

You made me so wonderfully – you knew what I looked like before I was born. And you know me, and you love me, (blow a few bubbles and say…)

here and there, always and everywhere.

You are great, God, so great and kind and caring.

You have given me the gift of family and friends.

And you know me, and you love me, (blow a few bubbles

and say…)

here and there, always and everywhere.

Oh, God, your love is big!

Wherever I go, your love is there. Your love surrounds me like a blanket. And you know me, and you love me, (blow a few bubbles and say…)

here and there, always and everywhere.
BLESSING

May God’s call dream in you

a lifetime of adventures.

May God’s call stretch before you

horizons yet to be explored.

May God’s call stir in you

a hope beyond eternity.

And may you know the embrace

of the God who calls you into life.

Prayers of the people

Ever present God, we seek you in the hardest places,

asking where are you in times of conflict and injustice

and suffering. And when the answer is silence,

may we recognize your presence in the silence that

is beyond words. May we hear the call to move into

that silence, and be your presence in acts of justice

and kindness.

We reflect on our world this week and the places

where words of justice have gone unsaid from our

leaders and from ourselves. (Name specific petitions.)

We reflect on our community and the places

where acts of kindness have been left undone. (Name

specific petitions.)

We reflect on our families and friends and the

times when love has been forgotten. (Pause as people

reflect on these.)

Ever present God, we seek your presence in our

world. Move to the furthest place, embrace the most

difficult of situations, and enfold those whose suffering

is great. May we live knowing your presence

everywhere, and in the confidence and strength to

live as your presence of justice and love.

Is God Personal, Or Not?

By Michael Morwood

The following is a response to an e-mail question Michael

Morwood received asking if God loves and cares for us,

especially when we consider God’s apparent non-responsiveness

to things such as natural disasters.

I think the “personal” nature of God needs plenty  of attention. Basically, we’ve taken our human notion of “person” and imposed it on God – because it feeds a longing or desire we have for God to love us personally. This is the notion of God we’ve grown up with – thanks to the Hebrew scriptures in which Yahweh is basically a super tribal Lord God: picks, chooses, punishes, lays down demands, plans, and

is “patient and kind.” If we are really serious about “God” being an everywhere reality, then God cannot and should not be constrained within our human notions of “person.”

We think paying tribute to God as “person” is the best, most wonderful attribute possible, but in fact it limits God and confines God to our human categories.
If God, “thinks,” “plans,” “listens,” and so on,  just where and how does this thinking, planning and listening take place? What inevitably happens is that we slip back into thoughts of a localised Person God (i.e. external, not really “everywhere) – and that’s the notion of God that totally permeates Christian prayer and ritual: the loving, caring Personal God – who “lives” somewhere and delights to hear from us.
Another connected issue. It’s quite within the realm of possibility that the human species will destroy itself this century. We need a wake-up call. We are NOT the prized jewel in the crown of creation. We are NOT the end point of the evolutionary processes in the universe. We are NOT under the protection of a loving, personal God who will ensure that nothing disastrous happens to us as a species (nor is the church!!). We are within God, within the process, and everything we know about that evolutionary process IN God points to the fact that if we destroy the environment that feeds and nourishes us, then we will disappear and life/God will simply move on and find other ways and other places to come to expression.
How does institutional Christianity face this crisis? Institutional Christianity still focuses on redemption theology based on credence in an elsewhere God and paranoia about who has access to that God – personal, loving, caring and all – and the role of the church in being “mediator” between the human species and this elsewhere God. Institutional Christianity does not have the concepts or the language to deal with the greatest crisis ever for the human species. In its

refusal to let go of its claims of exclusive access to God it cocoons itself in a theological make-believe world totally out of touch with the real issues of our times. And slap bang in the midst of its inability to discern where life/God/the evolutionary process is leading us is the notion of the Personal God who apparently loves and cares for us so much that “He” will not allow us to disappear. He will guide us through “His” church.
I think it’s time – a crucial time – for us Christians to rethink our notions about a “personal” God. It is time to state clearly what we mean if we want to keep using the term. It is time to state clearly how we think this “personal nature of God” operates in practice. Time, certainly, to let go of naive thoughts of God thinking, planning, and listening in the way a

human person thinks and plans. Time to respect the long Christian tradition that says God is beyond all our human concepts, even that of “person.”
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