18th September 2011
Ps 133

Psalms of contentment (1)
Shades of grey

Just think for a moment about a significant event in your life, it could be something happy or something sad...How settled or unsettling was it? We live life in shades of grey; our own experience tells us that and an acceptance can shape us and can help us live it to the full. We might however wish life was more concrete but it isn’t, we may even view our faith in that way. We have come to Christ and now all will be concrete. Well on one level it is, we have certain and sure hope, but we are not immune from what life brings both its joys and its sorrows. The key in spiritual terms is how we sustain ourselves.

Source of support

In terms of our joys and sorrows how do we as individual Christians deal with them? Where do we turn for celebration in the good times and comfort in the dark times? Well understandably most people will turn to family or a friend and that’s fine, but as Christians our own relational context will speak volumes as to how we can react. We may struggle to be fed spiritually especially in those dark times when we need help.

I’m sometimes asked for passages of scripture that can act as encouragement or as a comfort. And I’m sure you’ve seen Bibles with sections tilted, ‘Where to find help when’, an NIV I have has two pages of such ‘help’.
 
The Psalms
Our sermon series this autumn aims to offer a part of the Bible that can add richness to our daily life and within it helpfully express not only our joys but also bring comfort and lead us into a place of transformation. 

I’m sure some of you will have used the Psalms in this way and that’s great. For others perhaps over this series you will consider what they have to offer, and in that I encourage you.
Taken collectively the psalms are rich beyond compare because they give us a window into how brothers and sisters of long ago celebrated their faith, because first and foremost they are God’s revelation to Israel and of Israel’s response to God. As one commentator expresses it, ‘the psalms witness to the glory of Zion, the Davidic covenant, the fidelity of God, to the Exodus and Conquest traditions, to God the Creator-Redeemer-King and to Yahweh as the Divine Warrior.’

If we take the wonderful faith expressed within them and add them to our own in light of the Incarnation of Christ what a powerful testimony and encouragement they are to us. 
The beauty of the psalms lay in the ordinary things of life they are God’s word to humanity and humanity’s word to God. It is that which makes them valuable to us as Christians, when we don’t know what to say or how to pray or indeed how to listen to God they act as conduits for us. They echo Paul’s words to Timothy, ‘all scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.’

They offer a way of dialogue for individuals and for communities to express prayer, praise, worship, hope in the Kingdom of God and they form a connection between both testaments. Together they reflect the real experience of a faith community.

A model
Jesus
 uses quotes from the psalms extensively in His teaching and they were taken in the early church as hymns.
 Scholars have long studied them and in doing so split them into different forms. Walter Brueggemann
 offers a model that connects them devotionally with daily life and it’s this that forms the basis of our series.
I have used slightly different words to describe this model
; they are psalms of contentment, psalms of discontent and psalms of new contentment.

He suggests grouping them this way because, ‘the flow of human life characteristically is located either in the actual experience of one of these settings or in the movement from one to another.’
 

He further explains that in seasons of well being we are grateful for the constancy of blessing – ‘all is right with the world’ and for that we are grateful to God  (contentment). But life is not settled all the time and there are seasons of hurt, suffering, grief and all the emotions that these events invoke, for example, rage, self pity, hatred (discontent) that invokes strong language which speaks directly of the pain etc felt and expressed in words, the Biblical language of lament. 
We can be surprised on occasions of how life can take a turn for the better where we move from darkness into light. These times bring us to a new gift from God (new contentment). Brueggemann describes this as, ‘the move of the seasons is transformational and not developmental; that is, the move is never obvious, easy or ‘natural’.’
 But it is there nevertheless. 

He describes these movements from one state to another like this,

Orientation                       Disorientation                           New orientation

the first move;                                         the second move;
a relinquishment                                     a surprise            

Jewish suffering         the lament           Jewish hope                      thanksgiving

Jesus’ crucifixion                                  Jesus’ resurrection

We unsurprisingly shouldn’t view the diagram above as purely linear; life as we know isn’t like that so we would expect the sentiment expressed in the diagram to be a forward and ever more transformational one. In humility Brueggemann says, ‘I offer it [the model] simply as a way to suggest connections between life and speech.’
 And I would echo that sentiment.

Psalm 133
The explanation of our opening psalm in the series befits combining it with an introduction – it’s very short! It falls into the first of our three states that of contentment – ‘all is right with the world’. I’ve chosen it not only because it illustrates contentment but because of the context in which it would have been used. 
You will recall the picture of Palm Sunday the gospels give us – of crowds going up to Jerusalem for the Passover (or the Feast of Unleavened Bread); one of the three annual feasts which God decreed for the Jews in Exodus 23:14 ff. The pilgrims would have come from different walks of life, areas and tribes but they gathered for one specific purpose the worship of God in Jerusalem. And in doing so they demonstrated their unity – hence the expression of delight in the opening verse. It is in short a psalm of well being; another in the same vein is Psalm 131.
The delight of being together and united is expressed in verses 2 and 3a. Verse 2 compares this excitement with an example of the complete fellowship of God’s people stated firstly to the Jews at Mount Sinai
 and restated to the church
 - namely the priesthood of all believers. The psalmist compares the beauty of unity with the priestly anointing which assured God’s people of forgiveness and blessing and which is overflowing in its generosity. What a cause for celebration!
In verse 3a the psalmist uses another familiar comparison, that of a fertile and productive place. Mount Herman at a little over 3K meters above sea level was well known for its lush greenery even in the summer months. Jerusalem by contrast during those same months (May to October) would have been a dry and dusty place. 
It was during these months that two of the three required feasts were held so the comparison would not have been lost on the pilgrims. So despite the hardship of the pilgrimage on these occasions the close fellowship of God’s people was refreshing.
The psalm finishes with a return to the blessing of verse 1 – where the people of God are living in harmony and are united in their purpose. There the Lord sends His blessing by His command. The last line offers ‘life’, the assurance of complete and everlasting enjoyment of life in the presence of God. 

What are the opportunities for us contained in this psalm?

We are first and foremost a pilgrim people often walking in a dry and barren land. Where can our sustenance come from? Well we meet here on a Sunday but it’s only a very short space of time. How do we sustain ourselves day by day? Where do we express our joy? And where do express our sadness and eventual transformation?
Whilst this psalm can be used by individuals it is by its very nature a psalm to be used collectively with fellow pilgrims. Do you for instance have fellowship during the week? We have been reminded this morning that there are four mid week groups. They are opportunities to rejoice in the good times and be comforted in the bad. 

An illustration to end I appreciate many will have had the experience of an open fire – you will have felt the warmth as the coals roar and give off heat together. Have you experienced perhaps the sight of one coal falling from the fire onto the heath – it soon grows cold and ceases to give off warmth.

Unity in fellowship is an important and sustaining Christian activity even when confronted with busy lives. If something is that important to us we will find the time and be the better for it. 
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