16th October 2011
Ps 13

Psalms of discontent (1)

Introduction

We communicate at so many different levels and most are dependent on who it is we are communicating with. For example we may talk on one level to a work colleague on another to a friend, on another to a close family member and so on. But have you ever had a conversation of the heart? I mean by that a conversation with God that is on the most intimate terms?

I stress here that we are not talking about superficiality – the chat around the water cooler type of thing. We should be clear that this is deep stuff – things that call into question the very essence of our being.
In hearing or reading the psalm this morning – what is your reaction to it? Does it strike at the very cord of your faith? After all we always acknowledge the inherent hope of our faith – we sing it, we say it, we hear it, we believe it. So how do we react to this negativity? Does it say God has lost control, if that is your reaction - what then is the value of your faith you may then ask?

Psalms of discontent

To the world reading such poems they can be viewed as examples of a failure of faith. But for a Christian community they are expressions of a bold and real faith. In the first instance they are bold because they demand that the world be experienced as it is and not wrapped in cotton wool or in some pretend way that is always saying things are fine. And secondly they are true expressions of faith because in the midst of turmoil both personal and communal they are a proper subject to talk to God about. There is nothing that we can experience that is off limits in our relationship with God. That’s why it is a conversation of the heart.
Not to have these types of conversations with God is to withhold a part of our life that we believe is outside the sovereignty of God. Everything, but everything is appropriate to bring to God if we truly believe He is Sovereign God.

The other important aspect to appreciate in these psalms is the transformational nature of them, because as we recognise the presence of God in them – a God of sorrow and grief, we can be lead into a transformed life. If you recall our model of psalms of contentment for settled periods of life then a movement into a period of upset or discontent we move into a period of transformational new contentment.
One final point about this style of psalm is their linguistic structure which clearly speaks of reality. There is no self delusion or pretence that all is well, rather the words evoke the sense that all is stripped away and the raw reality of life is exposed. The structure moves us away from the glib answer to the question – ‘how are you?’ ‘Oh I’m fine’ when inside we are being torn apart. It leads us into that very place.
They allow us at the very least to speak to God on these terms even if we can’t bring ourselves to articulate them to one another. And in that lies the challenge for us as a church community – why do we feel inhibited? Is it because we always want to appear nice because that is what we are supposed to be like? On the contrary our faith demands that we be real not only with God but with one another. Otherwise how can we be transformed into the likeness of Christ?

Psalm 13

With these preceding thoughts in mind we’ll now turn to the psalm before us. This is a psalm that encapsulates the genre because it is clear in its form and argument. We should remember that this psalm is a very personal one; we are not told of the circumstances that have lead to it and we can therefore make no judgement on the words. And indeed we are not required to, the beauty of the psalm lies in the expression of these words which we can take for ourselves and use.
The opening two verses reveal five questions – they are purely rhetorical and don’t require an answer, rather they plainly state the absence of God and the pain experienced by the psalmist compounded by the fact that someone is gloating over him. They speak of and lay the blame squarely with God. They are terse and abrupt words and we can’t see much subtlety or niceness about them. For they convey exactly what the psalmist is feeling. Whilst we may feel disquieted with the tone of them they are above all honest. Isn’t that what God requires of us? Because be assured of one thing here, God is big enough for us to shout at Him!
The tone of the psalm now changes – the rage the psalmist feels has been spoken and through that cathartic release has now abated. For the psalmist recognises that he needs to reaffirm the relationship with his God. There is the plea here which recognises the past relationship and which he now sets this urgent appeal into context.

The following verse reveals that God’s reputation is at stake here. Which is in itself an interesting point, does God need to be goaded into action or is this acknowledgement from the psalmist that God should hear what He needs to hear? 

This is incidentally what should be the basis of all our prayer, God needs to hear the truth from us rather than a dressed up version. For surely He already knows, so why disguise the truth? 

The tone changes again, we are not privy to how long the wait is for the psalmist to then be able to say, ‘my heart rejoices in your salvation.’ In that, lies the position we need to acknowledge that is the midst of this period of discontent from whatever base it has come from, the timing of transformation is God’s not ours, no matter how quickly we want things resolved. It need not matter, and we should acknowledge the difficulty of accepting that, of how long God keeps us in this place of waiting but to have an acceptance that God’s unfailing love will ultimately see us through.

The positive nature of this psalm in the midst of trouble clearly shines through,

· God is assaulted in verse 1

· God is recognised in verse 3

· God is praised in verse 6

The reality of God

In the midst of pain where our feelings lead us to the stage where we shout words like these can there be a temptation on our part to believe in the futility of them? Can we expect God to hear? Does He somehow appear to be distant and unfeeling? After all the opening verses speak of an absent God – absent from the situation the psalmist is in. If you have thought like that or are tempted in the future to think like that, then it would be helpful to hold the following before you.
The reality of God is just that, a reality – we see that supremely in Jesus Christ fully divine and fully human. God could be accused of ‘turning a deaf ear’ but in the person of Jesus Christ He has shown conclusively that He is not a God who ‘turns a deaf ear’. He is a God who has human ears to hear the suffering of His creation. Not only that but He has experienced the full variety of human groans of pain or guilt.

In the often brutal and challenging life under Roman rule in 1st Century Palestine God experienced at first hand the results of a fractured and hurting world. We are reminded of the distress of the relatives of Jairus’ daughter
 or the distress of Mary and Martha at the death of their brother Lazarus
 and the many instances of compassion on people afflicted by various disease and physical conditions
. 
And of course the supreme agony that was experienced by Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. Let’s finish with the reality of God seen through the eyes of Dorothy L Sayers.

‘For whatever reason God chose to make [humanity] as [it is] – limited and suffering and subject to sorrows and death – He had the honesty and courage to take His own medicine. Whatever game He is playing with His creation, He has kept His own rules and played fair. He can exact nothing from [humanity] that he has not exacted from Himself. He has Himself gone through the whole of human experience, from the trivial irritations of family life and the cramping restriction of hard work and lack of money to the worst horrors of pain and humiliation, defeat, despair and death. When He was a man, He played the man. He was born in poverty and died in disgrace and thought it well worthwhile.’
Psalm 13 is an honest and realistic cry from the heart when such things need to be said and we have a God that cares and who listens to the cry of His people.
� Mark 5:21ff.


� John 11


� For example Mark 10:46ff the healing of Bartimaeus.


� Sayers, D.L. (1969) Christian Letters to a Post – Christian World, Eerdmans Publishing, Michigan, USA p. 14 quoted by Yancey, P (1998) Where is God When it Hurts? Marshall Pickering, UK p.190 
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