8th March 2009

Psalm 22:23–31 

We continue our spiritual journey through Lent by reading the Psalms. These readings reflect the many and varied experiences in life and offer those experiences to God and our experience of God in those experiences. Todays psalm, Psalm 22, speaks about times of suffering or stress, when we may feel that God is against us or doesn’t care. Why me? Where are you God? Why don’t you help?

Psalm 22 is what is known as a lament Psalm. It articulates those sentiments. It is the prayer of one who is afflicted. It begins with lament – “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” God has cared for the people of Israel over centuries. Why does it seem that God has abandoned the psalmist now?
This psalm is frequently read during worship on Good Friday, as Jesus spoke these opening words from the cross (see Mark 15:34). My God My God was have you forsaken me. Some churches save the second part of psalm for Easter Sunday and use the first part of the Psalm on Good Friday. As they recite it they strip the altar and take down any banners, decorations, flowers anything of joy and colour and leave the church in darkness. It is a powerful symbolic act to enter into the dereliction of Christ – his taking on of the sin of the world, feeling abandoned, cut off from God; plunging into the depths of hell and going through death for our sakes.

The gospel writers borrow verses from this Psalm to outline the experience of Jesus on the cross. 

Verse 7 is used to describe the attitude of passer-by’s at the crucifixion: All who see me jeer at me, grimace at me, and wag their heads.
Verse 8 frames the taunts of the religious leaders  ‘He threw himself on the Lord  for rescue; let the Lord deliver him, for he holds him dear!’

Verse 18 was used by the gospel writers to describe the activity of the soldiers beneath the cross: ‘’they share out my clothes among them and cast lots for my garments.’

Verse 15 ‘My mouth is dry as a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my gums’ was likely to have been in mind when John reports Jesus as saying ‘I am Thirsty’ in order to fulfil scripture.

This Psalm, more than any other psalm, serves as a link to the Passion of Jesus – the core of the gospel accounts. Yet a close comparison of the psalm with the passion narratives shows that the Gospel writers did not reproduce the language of Psalm 22 verbatim, or even in sequence. In their use, the psalmist verses were modified slightly in order to help shape the account of Jesus’ death. Also to view Psalm 22 as prophecy only in the strict sense of prediction denies the suffering of those many who prayed the psalm before Jesus. Jesus, in fact stands in their tradition and in solidarity with them. That Jesus is a righteous sufferer seems to be one point that the Gospels are making.
This Psalm has an intensity and comprehensiveness that is almost unequalled amongst the psalms of this type. The first part (that wasn’t read out loud) is prayer for help. The second part is a song of praise. Lament psalms, though they express human pain and suffering, usually end by expressing thanks that God delivers from trouble. The portion of Psalm 22 we read today is just such a hymn of praise. 
But all of this comes after the pain and distress, fear, doubt and suffering of what has gone before. Look at the metaphors the writer uses:

From verse 11: ‘Do not remain far from me, for trouble is near and I have no helper. A herd of bulls surrounds me; great bulls of Bashan beset me. Lions ravening and roaring open their mouths wide against me. My strength drains away like water and all my bones are racked. My heart has turned to wax and melts within me.’

The writer is describing what it is like to feel hunted and victimised, in fear of your life, paralysed by the terror of your situation.
And where is God?

I remember a member of my congregation in my last church coming to me in distress because of their anger at God and their doubt. They were coping with a serious illness to their partner and couldn’t understand why this could be in the purposes of God. They struggled with the old chestnut – if God was loving and if God was all powerful why didn’t God do something about it. I could hear the frustration and anger quiver in their voice. Yet they felt they were being a bad Christian in voicing such concerns.  We shared in the account of the crucifixion where Jesus uses this Psalm, saying 'My God, My God why have you forsaken me’. I said you’re in good company – even Jesus in his darkest hour expressed what you’re going through... She said ‘you know those questions – you wouldn’t ask those questions unless you believed that somebody heard you. That’s what I have to do when I’m going through my hard times. I have to fling them all at God.’

John Bell has written and has told me about how his mother was a Christian with a deep faith but his father was an agnostic and how it was very disturbing for him to hear his father say the Aesop’s Fables made as much sense as parts of the Bible. John on reflection thought that maybe that was quite good to hear. This is what he has written:

‘I have doubted God’s existence myself and I probably will again. I don’t see doubt as the enemy of faith – apathy is the enemy of faith. I think that doubt is there to allow us to distinguish between our own religious fantasy and the purposes of God. Sometimes doubt is there to remind you that it is silly to think that your way, your lifestyle, should have carried with it some kind of divine blessing. I think that doubt is there so that we look more deeply into an aspect of faith or life, which previously we looked on in a very shallow way. You have doubts on certain issues so that you can move on a journey of discovery from prejudice or presumption to get nearer the truth. The people who say they know exactly how God feels on a particular issue are the ones I’m really scared of, because I think their God is not much bigger than their imagination. Debate, doubt and questioning are the marks of a lively faith. Some Christians would say that if all things are in God’s hands then everything is rosy, that’s not how I see it. If all things are in God’s hands, then tragedy and sorrow and grief are all in God’s hands too.

I have never had the kind of faith that sees belief as an insurance policy against difficulty, a guarantee against failure. I remember I was the first boy in my family to go to university and I wasn’t ready for it and failed my degree. I remember realising that for most people in the world failure is a constant phenomenon – failure of crops, failure of marriage, and failure of jobs and so on. I had a kind of faith that I didn’t see as triumphalism but it was a belief in Jesus as a successful guy. Among other things my failure opened up to me the ability to see that the Jesus we meet in the gospels is not someone who bears the signs of success but who, in the eyes of his critics, would have borne the signs of failure. My failure made me aware that triumphalism is not a correct expression of the Christian faith and that faith has to be about what sustains you, speaks to you, in failure as well as in success. Otherwise you can coast along.  If your faith doesn’t engage with anything hard you can feel that God is shining on you and it’s only when you hit failure that you look at the Bible in a different way; you look at Jesus in a different way.’

Jesus used this psalm to articulate his pain and agony from the cross. He, of all people had faith in his heavenly father to redeem the horror of crucifixion with the glory of resurrection. But going through with it was another matter. In the second part of this Psalm, with exuberance that may seem surprising – given the depth of despair described in the earlier verses – the psalmist proclaims that God does not despise those who are afflicted. God is always close and is with those who are in distress. 

The psalmist believes that God hears our cries and acts to restore wholeness, not only to individuals, but to the whole community and beyond. When discipleship includes suffering and rejection, God is faithful and does not hide. 
Verse 24:’ For he has not scorned him who is downtrodden, nor shrunk in loathing from his plight, nor hidden his face from him, but he has listened to his cry for help.’

God keeps promises; we respond in faith and thanksgiving. This psalm reminds us that, though we are in an individual relationship with God, we are also part of a community of faith. The psalmist comes to the faith community, in verse 25, praising God “in the great congregation”. God’s people are not meant to undergo suffering alone, but to find strength through shared story and experience of God’s saving presence. Being part of a church community does wonders for your strength and faith. Cut yourself off from that, because you too busy, or got other things you would rather do – and you may regret it.
Verse 27 declares that, “all the families of the nations” will worship God. God’s rule extends to the entire world. Past, present, and future – “those who sleep in the earth” and “people yet unborn” – all generations praise God. The Psalmist is trying to articulate a hope that whatever is happening and has happened we are not outside the care and concern of God who holds us in his hands.
I read about a University Teacher who was diagnosed with having cancer in the pancreas, and was told, incorrectly as it turned out, that she would die soon.

This is her testimony:

‘When I was first told I was about to die, I thought, ‘Right. This is it. What do I pray for? Life? But why should God intervene in the laws of nature just to save me? Lots of far better, more important people than I will die – like the mothers and fathers of small children. Anyway dying is not the worst thing that can happen’. I went on in this way for a while, still acting the competent, in command person I had always been until I realised how laughable that was.

At that point I decided that it was all too complicated for me. So, as I lay there, I gathered up all the complications like a tangled skein of wool and , very vividly in my mind, lifted them up, and deposited the lot in God’s lap, saying:’ Look, I can’t handle this. You do what you think is best and that‘ll be fine by me. My only prayer is, don’t abandon me to chance. I don’t care what happens to me as long as it’s what you decide.’

And so I relaxed completely and surrendered myself to God. Fleeting images of a small boat, launching out onto an enormous ocean without sails or oars came to me and I accepted them … after this, I felt totally at peace and safe. Nothing could harm me… when I was sent home to die, that summer was the happiest of my life.’
There is a prayer by St Frances de Sales:

‘Do not look forward to what may happen tomorrow. The same everlasting father who cares for you today will take care of you tomorrow and every day. Either God will shield you from suffering, or God will give you unfailing strength to bear it. Be at peace then, and put aside all anxious thoughts and imaginings.’

The possibility of anger, doubt and despair is part of the deal with any vital and meaningful relationship. Faith is not about good feelings all the time. If we only pursue our life as disciples or followers of Jesus because we feel good inside we may as well give up. That’s just sentimentality and it’s rampant in a very hedonistic age. In Mark 8:31–38, Jesus recognizes that this journey is not an easy one and rebukes Peter when he wants Jesus to turn away from suffering. Walter Bruggeman suggests Jesus is saying that evil is found

in playing it safe. Following Jesus can be dangerous.

It’s all about who in the end you are going to put your money on, who in the end is Lord. It’s not about a nice feeling – great though they are when they come along. It’s about a decision as to what is really important in life.
