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Psalm 13; 7/10/11

AAAHHHHH! When was the last time you cried out to God like that? Psalm 13 is a prayer to God. “It is not interior reflection or meditative musing, but a direct complaint to God.” As the famous Psalm expert James Mays said, “Nothing in the troubles of life and the experience of the absence of God cancels the privilege of faith to speak directly to God in confidence of being heard. Prayer arises because God has first taken initiative to call forth faith.” And the question, “How long,” of course, is not a question seeking information – an exact time as an answer, but really it is a complaint in itself – “How long!!” Distress is the point of the question. The agenda of distress is three-fold: trouble with God, with self, and with others. God does not help; there is no evidence of God’s attention and care. Anxiety tortures the mind with painful questions. An enemy dominates the situation.


Who the enemy is and how the enemy works is not important; what matters in this prayer is that the enemy wears the mask of death. The prayer is based on the belief that the lives of those who belong to God matter to God. So the prayer calls the Lord, “my God.”


Forgive me for repeating one comment you have heard before. A friend and the wife of one of my colleagues spent 10 days in Poland on a ghetto and concentration camp/death camp tour in June. She will be here next spring during adult education to tell us about this life-changing trip. Hearing her and her husband talk about her experience, I was reminded of a story from Elie Wiesel, a Holocaust survivor at Auschwitz himself. In one camp, one winter evening, three rabbis – whom Wiesel describes as “erudite and pious men” indicted God for allowing His children to be massacred in the camps. “After the trial, at which God had been found guilty as charged, one of the rabbis looked at his watch, which he had somehow managed to preserve in the kingdom of the night and said, ‘Ah, it is time for prayers.’ And with that, the three rabbis, all erudite and pious men, bowed their heads and prayed. Even through the pain of the Holocaust, something so heinous I think I can safely say none here has ever experienced; even through that, these victims prayed to God – cried out to God with their pain.


Unfortunately, our culture sometimes encourages us never to voice our pain – saying that voicing our complaint shows weakness – and you should “never let them see you sweat.” As a result, we stew in our agony and drive God farther out of our minds and hearts.


Steve Doughty wrote in To Walk in Integrity for Upper Room Books, the following:


“Three cries from long ago linger in my mind. They sounded in my childhood and have echoed through the upper reaches of middle age. I expect they shall never completely leave me. Were they to do so and free me of their discomfort, I am sure I would love more than I would gain.


“The first cry came from behind me as I lay on a couch watching television. The only other person in the room was my grandmother. I was in the third grade, and we were inspecting the newfangled, picture-producing box that had replaced a couple of chairs in my parents’ living room. An early version of the evening news played out before us when suddenly we found ourselves in the midst of violence half a world away. People threw things, hit one another, and fired shots not fifteen feet in front of us. Some fell to the ground. That is all I recall of the visual. What most took me came from the voice at my back. ‘Oh…oh…oh!’ My grandmother sounded as if she had been hit. She grew silent as the unexpected mayhem gave way to a commercial. Then she spoke once more, very slowly. ‘Will we ever, ever learn?’ I didn’t try to answer. I cannot recall anything from the remainder of the evening.


“The second cry arose in our church nearly a year later. Our pastor read scripture superbly. So what I really heard, one day shortly before Easter was a bewildered Jesus calling out, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ I remember badgering my parents about this later. Did Jesus really say something like that? The words, weighty and fierce, pressed in my mind.


“The third cry came after the passage of another year, and I saw it rather than heard it. I was at summer camp. Early one afternoon, the sky blackened, lightning snapped, and winds buffeted the immense pines of the northern Wisconsin forest. And, unbelievably, ancient trees fell. All of this happened in a matter of minutes. After the storm passed, counselors hurried the campers in our division up to the recreation hall, where they kept us busy most of the afternoon. Late in the day we went back to our cabins, but only for a short rest, and then were ushered up to the dining hall. Following dinner, the camp director told us that one small camper, just two cabins down from my own, had died in the storm. We left the dining hall in silence. The cry that I recall was as mute as it was perfectly shared. A cabin-mate of the child who had died left the hall weeping. Around him were the arms of his nineteen-year-old counselor. He said nothing, but simply held the boy close and shared his tears.


“After all the years that have passed, the recollection of these cries still brings me distress. Too much sudden pain remains in the first of them, too much anguished wondering in the second, and too much sheer sorrow in the third for their long-lingering echoes to do anything else. And somehow even as a child I suspected that these persons were, at the moment of their cries, dwelling in a realm that I myself might one day need to enter.


“We have an absolute need for lamentation. In the harshest of circumstances we must dare to express the sadness; to speak of the darkness. To lament it is to ex-press, that is, to press out of oneself the sorrow for the wounds one sees. These may be wounds to oneself, to the vast body of humanity, or to one’s very sense of the presence of God. Those who risk open lamentation give necessary vent to pent-up feelings.” This is what the psalmist does.


Now, I am not talking about lamenting childish things. True and necessary lament to God is not whining because things didn’t go my way this time; or I didn’t get what I want for my birthday. The lament we are talking about is the feeling of the total absence of God – such as the death of a young person; or society’s disregarding the humanity of others, as in slavery or treating persons from another race or nationality as if they were inferior, or torture; or the feeling that God has completely abandoned us.


Going back to Doughty once again, “Ultimately, lamentation leads to a greater, healing closeness in the divine-human bond. The cause of sorrow may not recede. The trial that evoked the cry may not end. The cry itself my yield no pathway of escape from harsh reality, nor should it be expected to. Lamentations always come from the lips of those who face the harshness, not from those trying to turn away. Still, as the cry pours forth, it opens wide the spirit of the one who issues it. And in this opening the greater closeness grows.


“The psalms of lament provide a clear portrait of one change that occurs. Even where the outward crisis remains unresolved, an inner assurance begins to return. The faithful person who cried, ‘Will you forget me forever?’ closes with ‘But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. I will sing to the LORD, because he has dealt bountifully with me.’


“The ‘Oh, Oh, Oh!’ of an aging voice implants a sound that will not vanish. The arms of a nineteen-year-old around a weeping child leave an abiding image. The cry of a dying savior stirs an uneasiness that, through all the ages, has never fully passed away. We wonder at such matters. And in time we realize that the sound, the image, the profound uneasiness comes from those who, with absolute authenticity, call the rest of us to venture further on faith’s demanding, and at times, painful way.” Still, somehow, after the lamenting, there is a new kind of peace and confidence in God that is not easy to understand.


As a community, one of the times we lament is when there is a funeral or memorial for one of our members who has died. I am encouraged when some of our fellow parishioners come out to these services, not just when you were good friends with the deceased person, or with them in some intense endeavor in or outside the congregation but because they traveled with us in our Christian journey. Our common lament is very healthy, and brings stronger and faster healing for both the family, and for the rest of us. Do not be afraid to take part! We will all be the better for it. AMEN.
