Sermon for Sunday 18th October: Stories on the Edge. Ps 42 

Stories are part of our culture, whether fictional or real-life, whether depicted on screen, on paper or through music, our culture is full of them. I believe that we are mostly inquisitive creatures – the fact that we like to ask – how? And Why? Means that many of us relate to the telling of stories. Let me illustrate with some pictures: 
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Did you find yourself wondering ‘how in the world did that happen?’ ‘I wonder if they staged that – how many people would that have taken?’ ‘How long did it take to put that right?!?’ Stories are part of how we relate to incidents and experiences, and we all have a story of our own to tell. 

The Bible is fully of story – the story of how things were, the story of how things are, the story of how things will be and even how things should be… They are not fictional ‘stories’ but the telling of truth in such a way that it is captured and held for the reader so that we might read and understand our history, and also so that we might understand more fully who God is and how our story intersects with His. 

So, if you don’t mind, this morning I’m going to unpack part of a story from the Bible that we heard this morning, and then tell you a bit about my story, and the day when I realised that the two were intertwined.

Psalm 42 is a no-holds-barred telling of someone’s story. Feel free to turn to it now if you don’t already have it open. Here we meet a psalmist who is not afraid to tell it like it is. He is remembering how things used to be, and comparing them not very favourably with how they are now. He talks about how he once was able to meet freely with God, he remembers being in the midst of a multitude or a jostling crowd, leading a joyous throng of people to the place of worship together. It is thought that he is describing his time worshipping at the Temple in Jerusalem which he is now, for whatever reason, no longer able to visit. 

The Temple was incredibly important, it was a physical reminder of God’s promise to be with His people, that He would meet with them and forgive them – as Tom Wright has said, ‘the Jews believed that it [the Temple] was the place where heaven and earth met.’
 The psalmist is determined to illustrate the pain that this separation from the Temple has caused him. In doing so he turns to the natural world, pointing to a picture familiar to his readers, the sight of a wild animal desperately searching for water. The Hebrew word that is translated here in the NIV quite genteelly as ‘pant,’ is more of a straining-for or a crying-out for something. This is a desperate thirsting for water, a life-and-death hunt which thankfully we are very unfamiliar with in this country. Clearly the psalmist is fully yearning to be in God’s presence.

The psalmist also uses geographical references, locating himself in the land of the Jordan, the heights of Hermon and Mount Mizar, supposedly referring to places that are far away from Jerusalem – it’s as if he is saying ‘I might as well be in Timbuktu’. We don’t know why he is kept away from the Temple we just know that it is distressing and painful to him and he is unashamed to say it – it hurts his body, and it hurts his soul. He is not only unafraid to be honest with others, but also to be honest with God. He remembers how it used to be and he calls out to God – ‘deep calls to deep’; he even questions God “Why have you forgotten me? Why must I go about mourning?”

And yet, in the midst of his experience of pain and uncertainty, he is still able to express confidence in God. For a start, we’ve heard that he is straining for God – he resists the temptation to turn away, even though others challenge him “where is your God – you can almost hear them adding – if your God is such a good God… where is he?” Even in the midst of taunting, he talks of hope, he talks of God still being a God of love, he says ‘by day the Lord directs his love, at night his song is with me – a prayer to the God of my life’, and he allows himself to look forward – ‘put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Saviour and my God.’ He has great determination in the face of suffering. 

I used to be a nurse on a chemotherapy ward in cancer care and haematology in Southampton. I nursed in that wonderful speciality for 5½ years, and I loved it. However, all the things that made it wonderful were all the things that made it difficult. We cared deeply for patients, and for their families, often getting to know them over long periods of time, being very conscious of their many ups and downs along the way. I worked in a great team, and in time had responsibility on the ward for others, which became increasingly challenging in times of short-staffing and significant change.

The one thing we weren’t good at though was debriefing and I was never taught at that stage to be honest about the stress and emotion of working in that kind of environment and how to deal with it. Whilst working on the ward I had started to share a house with two other Christians, one of whom is my best friend Wiz. I began to notice that I was increasingly emotional at work (although I must just say, I am an emotional person normally – goodness, I cried at every episode of The Choir when it was on!), however, I became constantly tearful, which was oddly combined with a strange and ever-present numbness. 

Looking back I realise now that my well-being had begun to unravel slowly but surely long before I gave it any proper attention. On one particular day about 8 years ago, I returned home from my shift of drug rounds and patient care and I remember Wiz asking how my day had been, and suddenly I was sitting on the floor in a heap crying, saying that I had absolutely no idea what I had really done that day. Praise the Lord, she pointed out that I couldn’t continue like this, that in fact, not only was I in a state, but that I was in danger of making a terrible error at work, which would be disastrous.

I agreed to go to the doctor and was signed off initially for a week. I went in to visit my ward manager, saying – I’m off for a week, but don’t worry, it’s not like I’m depressed or anything. She looked at me (wisely) and said – ‘What makes you think you’re not depressed?’ It was a great question! I think I genuinely believed that people like me don’t get depressed – I was the happy one, the strong one, the reliable one… the Christian! How could I have a mental illness? 

It took me quite a while to acknowledge that I was in fact depressed and that anti-depressants were probably a really good idea for me. My GP was wonderful, in fact everyone was wonderful. I ended up being off work for 3 months, and could only really face going back to work for a further 3 months once I’d handed in my notice. 

One day when I was still off work the church youth-worker, who was a good friend, and his wife invited me round so that they might pray for me. I went round with a great sense of trepidation, not knowing quite what to expect. I needn’t have worried – they were so gracious to me and prayed gently for me, and even though I didn’t leap to me feet, fully healed, I had an epiphany. My friend felt moved to read Psalm 42 to me. It was a profound moment – here in the middle of this ancient text was someone describing my story – I resonated so strongly with his sense of dislocation and disorientation – I had been in the middle of the throng – leading people to worship with shouts of joy and thanksgiving, I thought that I was the one full of life, and here I was with my heart and soul aching – my tears were my food day and night. And yet, here I read that it was ok to express this stuff, to question, to say it – out loud, without the sky falling in… why had this happened? Where was God? 

And yet, I was also blessed enough to know that deep really does call to deep, I knew that even though I felt so far from everything, so disconnected, that God was still with me, he hadn’t left me – at night his song was with me. It didn’t make sense, but somehow I knew it deep down. I began to read about Grace – to realise that I was not loved because of what I did, but because of who God is. To begin to understand something that I have been constantly revisiting in my life since, that even if I can do nothing, God remains my Saviour and my God and that He loves me with an everlasting love. This wonderful story the Bible is wonderful because it is true and faithful because God is true and faithful and He never changes. Jesus put flesh on the bones of the Old Testament so that we can see even clearer the astonishing saving grace of God, and so that we might know that once we are in relationship with Him, that he will never leave us or forsake us. And the Holy Spirit calls out that truth to the very depths of us today.

This is part of my story and it changed and shaped my theology forever, the experience was – as one of my college friends said – horrible but marvellous. I learnt that the Bible was rich in story that spoke to me, and I experienced a love and compassion from God, from friends and from my church which humbled me – because in each of those cases I could hardly reciprocate – and that is grace, and I believe today that it saved my life. 

What is your story? No matter how complex or simple it might be, do you know how incredibly valuable that story is? Could you have the courage to share some of your story with someone else, because then they might have the courage to do the same? Do you know God calling to your very depths? Do you need reminding that even in the midst of suffering that God is true and faithful, that He is a God of love and that He longs to be in relationship with us? Again, if life is hard at the moment, can I encourage you to seek prayer, someone to pray God’s blessing over you, and can I also encourage you to perhaps read the psalms afresh listening for echoes of your own experience. 

Questions: 

1. Do you agree that this culture is full of story? – How do the sorts of stories that we hear and tell today relate to the stories in the Bible?

2. The writer uses a number of metaphors to experience his sense of longing for God – can you think of some modern day equivalents?

(e.g. like a doctor searches for a pulse…!)

3. Having thought about those metaphors, in what ways does that sense of yearning reflect your own experience of searching for God?

4. This psalm is very much a lament, and would have been used in public worship. Can you describe any experiences of lament being used in worship? Times of mourning are sometimes occasions when lament is more commonly used, rather than general worship – why do you suppose that this is, and do you feel that it is right?

5. In what ways do you relate to this psalmist’s story? 

6. If it is appropriate within your group, then it might be an opportunity for each member to be invited to share some of their story (no matter how small, or simple a story it might be). 

7. If the group is creative, and has time, then there could be an opportunity for each to write their own psalm in a similar structure (though this doesn’t necessarily mean that it will turn into a lament at all – it might in fact be praise!). 

 - How things were in life/relationship with God

 - How things are now

 - Describing how that contrast feels

� Tom Wright, 2006, Simply Christian. See especially chapter 6.





