1st March 2009 1st Sunday in Lent

Psalm 25.1-10

This week, we have been saddened to learn of the sudden death of leader of the opposition David Cameron's eldest son Ivan, who had a profound disability: Ohtahara syndrome. This causes severe epilepsy and symptoms similar to cerebral palsy.

Gordon Brown immediately cancelled Prime Minister's Question Time giving his condolences to David Cameron. Brown, who himself lost his first child Jennifer in her early days of life and who has a son with cystic fibrosis, must have a deep personal knowledge of the feelings Cameron and his wife Samantha are going through. Only those who have lost a child themselves can really know what it is like.

It is said that bereavement in regard to a child or young person brings pain that lessens with time, but never goes completely away. Children's author Michael Rosen likens it to carrying an elephant; and he says you're never free of it but you learn how to manage the load (Carrying the Elephant, A memoir of love and loss, Penguin, 2002, ISBN: 978-0141010274).

As Christians we realise that life is never smooth. In all of life’s experiences we look for a way to express our joys and sorrows before God and look to God for help. This week the church begins the Season of Lent and we start our journey towards Easter. During this Season of Lent, we will use the psalms to reflect on what it means to journey through life as God leads us. We will use the psalms to express the variety of human emotions and experiences. 
 John Bell writes that one of the greatest slurs on the 150 Old Testament poems known collectively and affectionately as The Psalms is to call them “praise songs.” This not only shows a frightening blindness to the content of the poems, it also belittles the experience of Jesus Christ. When, on the cross, he used the words “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” was he singing a happy chorus?

The reason for the abiding place of the Psalms in Christian worship, both public and private, is that they cover in theme and expression, the whole gamut of human experience. Exuberance, delight and unbridled joy are there. So also are questioning, curiosity and impatience. So also are agony, loneliness and

deep despair.
John Bell goes on to say that ‘someone once said that congregations that only sing one style of music want only one kind of person. And if you have only one kind of person, you are able to see only one kind of God. This range of human condition is what The Psalms seek to offer God, not for approval but so that the relationship between the people of God and their maker might be honest and open at all times, reflecting our different experiences to God and our different experiences of God.

In this era of history, when the ending of the Cold War and global awareness of international disorders have not ensured that the world is safer or less hungry, or its wealthy inhabitants more fulfilled, it may be that we have to learn to use these ancient words in ways that will ensure our present day apprehensions and pains are offered to God as earnestly as our most exuberant praise. 
Because we read psalms in translation, we miss some of the

word play in the original Hebrew text. For example, Psalm 25 is an acrostic – in which each verse begins with one of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. This is the psalmist’s experience of God “from A to Z.” 
From the outset the psalmist lifts up his heart to God. Prayer involves a certain ‘lifting up of the soul’; an orientation of the life – a posture of devotion. 
The next verse reveals an affirmation of faith – ‘in you I trust’ and then a tug of doubt which such an affirmation seems so often to provoke: ‘do not let me be put to shame, do not let my enemies exult over me.’
Throughout this psalm there is the constant refrain that God is faithful, and loving, full of steadfast love. And yet with each affirmation comes some doubt. It is often mirrored with the request for deliverance or help.  Great is thy faithfulness - I Think… fingers crossed..!

The psalmist prays for guidance and deliverance, alternating cries for help with expressions of trust. There are numerous expressions of guilt and shame. Verse 2: do not let me be put to shame. Verse 7 'do not remember the sins and offences of my youth. Verse 11 'forgive my wickedness, great though it is; verse 18 ‘look on my affliction and misery and forgive me every sin’.
The fact he has so many enemies – who hate him – and who he wants protection and deliverance from may very well be connected to his guilt and shame. The things he’s done in the past may well have created so many enemies.
Guilt and shame are heavy burdens to carry (unless of course you are a banker with a rather obscene pension you got as a reward for getting your bank and indeed the nation into massive debt.)

An ancient rabbi once asked his pupils how they could tell when the night had ended and the day was on its way back.

‘Could it be,’ asked one student, ‘when you can see an animal in the distance and tell whether it is a sheep or a dog?’

‘No’, answered the rabbi.

‘Could it be’, asked another, ‘when you can look at a tree in the distance and tell whether it is a fig tree or a peach tree?’

‘No’ said the rabbi.

‘Well what is it?’ his pupils demanded.

‘It is when you look at the face of any woman or man and see that she or he is your sister or brother. Because if you cannot do this, then no matter what time it is, it is still night’

Guilt is like that disturbing first moment of dawn in that old Jewish story, when we realise that people we have abandoned, or insulted, or denied, or betrayed in the dark, were all along our brothers and sisters. It is the moment of revelation, when we know we should have acted differently; when we realise that things we may once have persuaded ourselves were done for the benefit of others, were really done for the benefit of ourselves.
It should be, and sometimes is, not only the gateway to mourning, but to morning, a new day, to forgiveness, reconciliation and a change for the better. Yet if unresolved, it casts its poisonous twilight for years. For Judas, the betrayer of Christ, the dawn of realising what he had done was so awful that he hanged himself. King David, who is traditionally accredited with this psalm, lived his whole life blighted because of his adultery. Others are stunned by the advancing light; they feel themselves unworthy of it, and retreat to another night – hating themselves. Others already rarely feel anything but unworthy, conned into believing they deserve the burdens they and others have placed on their backs.

A doctor in charge of a mental home once remarked to a clergyman that if he could really assure two thirds of the people in his care that they were forgiven, they could all go home tomorrow.

This psalm expresses the torment between the guilt and the shame and the enemies that result, and the hope that God will guide into a new way, that the psalmist will experience God’s tender care and steadfast love that will deliver him from this burden.

Gerald Priestland was a BBC religious affairs correspondent and suffered for many years a recurring depressive illness and a sense of guilt and failure. At the time of his depression, the figure of Christ on the cross was of no help to him at all; it only made him feel worse. Christ always seemed to be saying accusingly, ‘you did this to me. I am dying in order to pay for your sins.’ Behind loomed an angry God, demanding a sacrifice as propitiation - a payment for guilt and shame. Only later, was he able to jettison his burden of unnecessary guilt and accept God as love. 
Jesus said that no one was taking his life from him, but that he was laying down his life. He was not a victim. He was a good shepherd laying down his life for the sheep; and that is his gift to us. We didn’t steal his life from him.
In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus could quite easily have walked away, or not been there, or denied what he said; but he voluntarily, willingly, made the perfect sacrifice of his own free will. From that came the reassurance of the defeat of sin and death – which is what we look forward to celebrating at Easter and seek to make a reality in our lives each day.  

The Lord is good and upright; therefore he teaches sinners the way they should go. He guides the humble in right conduct, and teaches them his way. All the paths of the Lord are loving and sure.
It is because God’s nature is love, which emerges under rich and varied names in verse after verse in this psalm, that sinners, like us, can expect not chastisement and rebuke but instruction and guidance. But we need the willingness and the humility to learn and ask of the right path; the patience that looks for reality; the realization of ignorance which is the first step to knowledge. The arrogant, the self sufficient, the proud are unteachable. In no sphere of human activity can anyone learn in any other way. Humility must precede all and a willingness to be open to God’s leading. Without such a committal God can do nothing with a life.  Often when we are humbled; the opportunity comes for a new path forward.

One woman’s testimony I know of was the following: 
‘One sleepless night, in the dark small hours, I came face to face with the realisation that I had failed utterly in the two things in all the world that meant most to me – my marriage and bringing up my children, it was so appallingly crushing, I felt  I couldn’t survive it. For a few moments I knew what hell is like, and then, thank God, the words came into my head ‘God can use even failures.’ The crushing weight lifted, and I realised that yes indeed, failure in the eyes of the world does not cut one off from God, does not render one useless trash. I’ve held on to that sentence ever since.’
The psalmist lifts up life’s experiences to God, as do we as we learn to live in God’s ways. We call upon God to help us in our journey, with confidence that God’s steadfast and loving relationship with us will sustain us. 
