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SERMON AT OAK BAY UNITED CHURCH

April 10, 2016

Text to Engage: Psalm 30

Think back to when you fell in love. Perhaps it was this morning, or last week, or
perhaps even a few years ago. (And if that has not been your experience I beg your
indulgence.)

This is my question: How did you know that love was the best way to describe the
experience?

Did someone tell you?

Were you one of those who let the experience marinate for a few months before
arriving at that description? Or were you more like the first date of Justin and
Sophie Trudeau. “I’ve been waiting for you for 31 years.”

Did you try and convince yourself that it was something different?

Maybe you were just really lonely? Or you wanted the dating game to end?

Perhaps a really fine plate of spaghetti and meatballs might provoke that same
feeling?

Maybe certain types of alcohol were involved? Perhaps a certain kind of second
hand smoke?

Certainly chemicals were involved or so some neuroscientists might say. Do not all
powerful experiences of life involve a chemical reaction in the brain?

Although that explanation doesn’t quite do it for the powerful, smile generating
mixture of wonder that I came to call “falling in love.”
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I count it as a blessed time. The Rubik’s cube pieces of my earlier life were
rearranged; a new vision for the future emerged.

Some experiences are so multi-dimensional they can be hard to categorize.

It is not just the experience of falling in love that carries mystery.

For years we contracted out the entire business of healing to a certain branch of
the medical profession. Now people seem to want to take various dimensions of
wellness back. In our church the Healing Touch movement where the hands pass
over, but do not actually touch, the body of another, sensing the energy, where it
may be blocked and freeing it.

I notice that when healing touch practitioners talk of this they are very deliberate
about talking about being transmitters of God’s healing power. It doesn’t come
from them and yet it doesn’t seem to happen without them. An interesting
description don’t you think?

We could go on. The experience of some when they come face to face with gross
injustice, where, as is the case in Syria, tens of thousands suffer the
consequences of violence and greed. And their response goes beyond a flickering
“well that’s really too bad” to a deep and powerful burn with what some might call a
“righteous indignation.” There is a depth and holy power to their outrage.

Some experiences are so multi-dimensional they can be hard to categorize.

1. The reading from the Psalmist this morning.

I will extol you, O Lord, for you have drawn me up,
and did not let my foes rejoice over me.

2 O Lord my God, I cried to you for help,
and you have healed me.

The writer and their community have seen hard times - persecution, injustice,
powerlessness. Mind and body have been battered.
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Whatever the particulars of the circumstance - of which we can only guess -
something in that situation - the redemption of that situation - required
language that contained an element of mystery, of “an Other” who was involved
in some way.

And how about this?

vs 3 O Lord, you brought up my soul from Sheol,
restored me to life from among those gone down to the Pit.

A word about the concept of Sheol.

Sheol - not the place name of some hamlet in Saskatchewan. Most specifically it
is not to be equated with “hell,” a la Dante’s version. Sheol is the place/state
where you are not quite dead but you are also not alive. Sometimes it almost
refers to a physical place but most often it carries a spiritual overtone: neither
dead nor alive. IF you have visited there you know what I’m talking about.

For the Psalmist, whatever the circumstance, the move from not quite dead/not
quite alive back to life needs some bigger reference.

O Lord, you brought up my soul from Sheol,
restored me to life

Overwhelmed, persecuted, distraught, diseased and stranded in a state without
hope or life the lyricist dares to affirm that somehow God was present and God’s
presence turned the experience from one thing to another.

A few weeks ago I heard a more contemporary story.

I met with a woman considering becoming an ordained minister. Of course the
mind immediately wonders if therapy or some form of psychological testing is
required. But the story unfolded. There was a time in her life when suicide was
the chosen solution. Final letters were written and the process was set in
motion. Then, for some unknown reason, two friends, hundreds of miles apart
both phoned the police and demanded they check on her. The police did; found
her and her life was saved.
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When she talks of it she cannot help but include some reference to what she
calls God.

She could have written the Psalm today.

“What profit is there in my death,

if I go down to the Pit?

11 You have turned my mourning into dancing;
you have taken off my sackcloth
and clothed me with joy,

12 so that my soul may praise you and not be silent.
O Lord my God, I will give thanks to you forever.

I think it happens more than we might want to acknowledge, this experience of
God.

To me, one of the great losses of the last 30 years in our church is that we do not
often ask people about their experience of God. Perhaps we are afraid of
appearing wacko or irrational but it has often shut us up. We can go for years
and not know whether the person down the row from us may have had their
pickup truck surrounded by a shaft of light and they felt encompassed by an
overwhelming sense of love and rightness or whether they have struggled an
entire lifetime wondering why God seemed absent in an abusive household.

Part of this reticence is that many of us feel illiterate, shy about speaking
because we don’t have the words,

Or perhaps we hesitate because we feel our experience may not match the signs
of a real experience of God. We have a template in mind and ours doesn’t fit.

For many of us who grew up before Star Wars or Harry Potter many of our
images of God come from the mechanical or industrial age.
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(Let me say again that in all the centuries we have been trying to make sense of
our experience of God we use the tools, the concepts, the theories, the
language that is at hand. This is not judgment.)

A few centuries ago, life was, by and large, relatively stable. Many, if not most,
societies were hierarchical. It was clear who was in charge. When the industrial
age transformed Europe and other parts of the world we became fascinated with
mechanical achievement.

One of the finest examples of fine mechanical work was the watch. People
began to talk of God as the divine watchmaker, the master planner. God became
the One with The Plan. The Master Planner had an immense system of file
drawers. Within each is a file that contains a particular plan for each person.
Find it, follow it, you’ll be fine.

Experiences of God were also standardized as befit a well run operation. So you
either had an “off the rack” experience of God - a dominant model was the story
of Saul/Paul - or what you had was something else, usually of an inferior variety.

God only intervened when something needed to be fixed or our lives were not
keeping time.

We live in a different era. For over a century now changes in physics - like
Einstein’s work & quantum theory - process philosophy and theology have
exploded the industrial mindset. Now we, as a society, are immersed in what
some have called a Mass Customization where almost everything is subject to
a “My” - my playlist, my holiday, my Victoria, My Church. Online almost anything
can be customized just for you!

Why do I mention this? - because it opens up other ways of thinking about,
talking about, our experience of God, of the sacred.

A quantum universe comes with a multitude of parallel universes; each moment
an interplay of energies.

What if we imagine that God is present not with a one and only door or in trouble
shooting (Plan repair) mode but is present/active in each moment, offering a
multitude of possibilities. There may be other forces who present more
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destructive options but, for sake of brevity, just say God is present offering
possibilities.

As Christians we then dare to claim to know something about the nature and
character of this God, because of testimonies like the Psalmist and because of
Jesus. So, in each of these moments, we are presented not only with a God who
holds or infuses the space (like the Force) or who neutrally stands by offering a
deck of cards from which to choose. But we are met with a
God/Force/Presence/Mystery who coaxes us toward life, wholeness, healing,
justice, or what, in other times, we might call salvation. What if, in each
moment, we actually are invited, in more poetic language, to Dance with the
Spirit?

Each occasion pulses with choice and opportunity, with the Presence described
by the Psalmist.

During this transition to the next phase of my life I have re-started my blog,
KeithHoward.ca. (this is not only a commercial though do subscribe!) Part of the
reason I have done so is because I want to pay more attention to those times in
my life that have the whiff of the sacred about them and which might otherwise
just slide by. I am working to make attention to everyday life a spiritual
discipline.

Let me give you but one example as why I believe so strongly in this
understanding of God.

As many of you know I have a brother has been diagnosed with autism and
pretty extreme OCD. He lived with my parents for the first 53 years of his life in a
basement room. Before my Dad died I would wake up at 4:15 am worrying how
are we going to get him here? And, once here, what are we going to do with him?
And what are we going to do with a house my parents stuffed things into for over
45 years. To make a long story short, at each stage unforeseen possibilities
emerged. Someone emerged to help us deal with the house in Trail; Jim Rick’s
daughter happened to be working with VIHA here and so facilitated a lot of great
help; Gorge View Housing saved our life with respect to accommodation. All
unforeseen. (Luckily I had put in the worrying or who knows what would have
happened!)
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I’m not talking magic. No wand has been waved to fix everything.

Could we explain it other ways? Sure, and part of the story needs to include
those events. But for me any description would be incomplete without at least
some reference to the Holy, the movement of God in the situation.

And, I would add, it was also true about the world destroying and life making
experience of falling in love with Gaye. Not just about lust, or companionship or
joint tax returns. Something more …

So what does this mean?

(1) Briefly, for me … I am immensely grateful.

To echo the Psalmist:
You have turned my mourning into dancing;
you have clothed me with joy,
so that my soul may praise you and not be silent.
O Lord my God, I will give thanks to you forever.

(2) Second, pay attention.

Who knows what options God may present?

God is on the loose.

Watch out!


