13th September 2009
Ps 19:1-6

The Divine nature of Creation

Introduction
Recently Jane and I went to Switzerland and ended up for a few days in the south of the country which has a distinctively Italian feel. The main access point for crossing the Alps into the south is the Gotthard Pass. This historical route was first opened up to foot traffic in 1200 and has been under development ever since. The 16.3km road tunnel now takes huge amounts of traffic, but apart from feeling like a mole it’s a bland experience. 

So we decided to drive over the pass using the modern road simply to experience this historical route. Fortunately it was a beautiful day, sunny and very clear. As we descended we stopped at a car park, walked through a short tunnel under the road to a kiosk with a sun terrace. Now at this point I confess I’m not a great lover of heights and I wasn’t prepared for the experience when I stepped onto the terrace. It was literally overhanging the mountain side to give people the best possible view of the valley below. 
The valley south stretched away into the distance, the town closest to the pass on the Italian side appeared to be like a model one. Having looked for a time at the scene below us, the view that was more impressive was the panorama of mountains surrounding the valley and stretching beyond that.
There was definitely a wow factor here as we took in all these majestic mountains back dropped with a cloudless blue sky and brilliant sunshine. It was one of those wordless moments, where the scene in front of us was such that superlatives would somehow seemed inadequate. Like many such scenes a camera can do little justice to such a scene.

The Psalms

This experience brings us to Psalm 19 which has been described by C.S Lewis as ‘the greatest poem in the Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the world.’ 
 This morning we concentrate on exploring together the first six verses. 
But before we do I would like to highlight briefly the resource that are the Psalms. If we look carefully through them we would see the expression of three types of literature – praise, pain and promise. The psalms can put into words the way we feel and in circumstances when we can’t find adequate words of our own; a bit like my reaction to the views from that sun terrace.     
An OT scholar has helpfully categorised the Psalms into three general themes of orientation, disorientation and new orientation.
 And as he explains the, ‘flow of human life characteristically is located either in the actual experience of one of these settings or is in the movement from one to another.’ 

In that observation lies the beauty and benefit of reading the Psalms on a regular and meditative basis; but, to return to our Psalm.

Psalm 19
The first six verses can be split into the expressions contained in vv 1 – 4b and then 4c – 6. The Psalmist in his opening verse speaks of God’s revelation in the vastness of the sky, which he ‘proclaims [are the] work of his hands.’ God has not randomly placed anything we see in the sky whether by day or night. There is purpose and meaning which is characterised by radiance and regularity. In other words there is the settled nature of what we see. The Psalmist in seeking to portray that image uses language which illustrates how creation reveals a special kind of knowledge, which can be described as God’s wisdom.
Like being speechless when confronted by something of beauty, the natural world is without words and is universal. It transcends human communication. It is universal in that it also transcends cultural or geographical boundaries. It is this last observation that prompts Paul in talking about the human condition to say, ‘for since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men [and women] are without any excuse.’ (Rom 1:20). In the previous verse Paul reminds us that for the avoidance of doubt, ‘God has made it plain.’
The final verses speak of God’s revelation in a specific star, the nature of the Sun. Whilst the psalmist did not know all that we now know about the solar system he uses its existence to portray another feature of God’s creation. As the verses reveal, he explains its movement in expressive terms that convey to the reader something of its brilliance and dynamic nature; finally making the connection that like God’s glory, nothing is ‘hidden from its heat.’

God is in his heaven...

In the midst of this wonderful picture (Brueggemann’s orientation) the sentiment summed up in the phrase ‘God is in his heaven and all is right with world’ can emerge to colour our own Christian journey. Our lives are not simply contained in the place in which we find ourselves at a particular point. Rather our lives are constantly a series of movements from one set of circumstances to another, changing and being changed. We may feel surprised with something we did not expect, resistant to change and clinging to the old circumstance. 

But Brueggemann in his three themes of orientation, disorientation and new orientation suggests that the life of faith expressed in the Psalms focus on two decisive moves of faith that are always under way
  - disorientation and new orientation. The key word to acknowledge here is the ‘life’ of faith rather than the existence of faith. In other words as the Gospel tells us faith is something dynamic and ongoing rather than a static point at which we have arrived or to which we cling to.
Disorientation can be experienced in a number of ways which affect us in such a way that there is a dismantling of that which we hold dear and a movement away from a safe and reliable point of being settled. Psalms of lament characterise this point (Ps 13, 35 and 74 give examples of personal and community lament). Whilst this disconnection was well known to Jewish readers; Christians can see the cross in the same light. There is with that event a ‘dying’ that must occur for faith to be ‘resurrected’ in a new form.

With the dynamic nature of this ‘dying’ comes new orientation that reveals to us something new of God in the circumstance where we thought all was lost. This can result in a new personal or community coherence in which we see the work of God in a new light, taking us into the place of new possibilities (Psalms 23, 103 and 113 are examples of this new revelation).

The move through these states is not a once in a life time experience, they are in the Christian journey points or milestones along the way. As Brueggemann puts it, ‘for life is in fact more spontaneous than that.’
 They are individual and as such will be irregular and personal. The importance for us is to recognise and engage in the process of our faith.
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