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The inspiration for this morning’s sermon comes from an experience my wife Rose and I had a couple of weeks ago while we were still in Yellowstone National Park.  It occurred on the last full day we were there.  We were going to spend the day flyfishing at one of the most beautiful streams in the park- a place so special that people come from all over the world just to fish it.  The guide back at the park’s headquarters insisted that if we wanted a once in a lifetime experience, then that was where we had to go.  Driving towards the northeastern section of the park, we pulled off at the sign that said “Slough Creek.”  We then drove a couple of miles down a dusty road until we dead-ended at a parking lot full of other vehicles.  Donning our chest waders, we proceeded to hike almost three miles over a winding trail that seemed to go up, over, and around several large hills.  After almost an hour of walking, the trail opened up into one of the most breath-taking panoramas I had ever seen- a picture perfect landscape that could have come straight out of a John Ford western.   It was an expansive green meadow framed by gorgeous mountains in the background with a broad, clear stream winding through the middle of it like a giant snake.  I paused to catch my breath and told Rose that after twenty-five years of fishing some of the most famous trout streams in America, nothing was ever going to top THIS.  The water was so translucent you could see twenty-inch cutthroats  cruising their feeding lanes forty feet away.


After an hour of fishing, I looked off into the distance and saw how several deer had wandered down from out the hills to the stream and began drinking from it.  I thought to myself, “God, it doesn’t get any better than this.”  That’s when this morning’s text came to my mind, one of my favorite verses from the Old Testament: “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God.”   I can now appreciate what it was the psalmist imagined in the opening lines of that psalm- Psalm 42: the hunted deer--exhausted and sweaty from having eluded the hounds—suddenly spying a cool, flowing spring.  Dipping its nose and mouth into the pure, refreshing waters, its thirst is slaked and it becomes rejuvenated once again.  With this singular image, the writer helps us to understand his OWN thirst and how it is the faithful presence of God that satiates and sustains HIM when HE is most tired and thirsty.  


Psalm 42 and 43 are a complete unit and need to be read together; how they became split, we don’t know.  Nor do we know the specific circumstances that have led to his lamentation.  Is he part of the group of exilees the Babylonians took back home with them at the end of the 6th century B.C. who now--a stranger in a strange land--can only reminisce about his people and of the wonderful times they enjoyed in the Great Temple?  Or is he, as another suggests, one who lives far north of Palestine near Mount Hermon, the source of the Jordan, who due to a severe illness is prevented from making his usual pilgrimage to Jerusalem to worship with the rest of God’s people.  What we DO know is that in these two psalms, the writer clearly feels some ANGER- anger at God for allowing his servant to suffer as he does; he feels FORSAKEN- wondering whether God has forgotten all about him and his plight; and he feels ALONE, questioning whether his God hears his complaint or even cares about him and his situation any longer.  Under this spiritual assault, his heart and his mind undergo the deepest kind of doubt- one that involves the faithful presence and abiding love of his God.  


Of course, this is why the Psalms continue to have such appeal for us.  They not only speak openly and honestly of the PSALMIST’S state of mind, but his experiences are so universal that they almost become words we could have spoken OURSELVES.  Regardless of whether he is writing from exile or just too ill to make the journey to Jerusalem, we can all identify with his deep pain and tremendous sense of disappointment.  After all, how many of US have ever experienced such anger or forsakenness or loneliness OURSELVES?  How many of US have ever questioned where God was when we needed God most, seriously wondering if God had heard our deepest pleas or if there even IS a God for us in the first place?  The doctor hands us a verdict of “cancer” or a spouse is tragically killed by a drunk driver or a son or daughter runs afoul of the law and is now facing years behind bars.  The first thought to cross our mind is “Why ME, Lord!  I’m your faithful child who has never missed a day of church in twenty-five years of Sundays.  I’ve served on Deacons and Session when I’ve been asked to and done more than my share preparing congregational dinners.  How could something like this have happened to someone so committed and so faithful!”  I had a member of one of my former congregations who blamed God for the suicide death of her daughter some years before.  She never darkened the door of the church again despite all our loving and sympathetic entreaties.  

It’s often easy to forget that God causes it to rain upon the just as well as the unjust, that as Christians, none of us is EVER immune to pain and sickness and tragedy and such.  These are simply a necessary part of the human condition, an integral component of life itself and no one can be spared their bitter effects.  But what we MUST remember is that when pain and sickness and tragedy DO strike, there is one who knows and understands what it is we feel and are going through, and what’s more, we can have the confidence he WILL do something about it.  We can be assured that through it all, God wraps his everlasting arms of love about us and tells us we are his children, that we are never alone, that he will accompany us throughout our life’s journey and make the way much easier for us- of that we can be assured even if we don’t understand it at the time.  

Now when we examine this song, we find that it falls into three distinct parts.  In the first part, vv. 1-5, the psalmist laments how he has been kept from worshiping God in his Temple and that the separation has been intolerable.  The pain is made even worse by the taunts of those who goad him into rejecting his faith.  It then closes with the question, “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?” to which he his heart replies, “Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.”  Although God remains silent, he resolves to maintain his hope in God and to praise him all the same.

In the second part, vv. 6-11, he begins another round of tears and lamentations.  He faithfully says his prayers and sings psalms but even THESE fail to provide him with the deliverance and refuge he seeks.  In the midst of his singing, he has to break off and demand of God, “Why has thou forgotten me?”  Meanwhile, his enemies continue to mock him saying, “Where is thy God?”  Once again, this section closes with the question, “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?” only to receive the reply from his heart, “Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.”  Thus he continues to hope and persists in praising God IN SPITE OF the circumstances.  

In the third part consisting of Psalm 43, the bloom is off his hope and he finds himself questioning his situation ONCE AGAIN.  He confronts God squarely with the question, “Is this fair?  When will God arise and vindicate me and set me free…Why does he continue to unfairly cast me off?”  In his despair, he is forced to cry out, “Oh send out thy light and thy truth; let them lead me,” for if God were to do this, no one would praise God louder than he.  Thus we see that regardless of how he feels or however dire the situation may be, he cannot let go of the hope that God’s presence and love will sustain him all the same, that God’s faith in him is total and absolute.  The day will come when along with the rest of God’s people he will AGAIN worship God in his Temple, but UNTIL that day, he will continue to hope and praise him WHEREVER he happens to be.  

In spite of the resurgence of doubt, by the end of the psalm we begin to see how he has matured, that his self-pity has given way for the need of God’s light and truth to guide his way.  For the third time, the psalmist inquires of this soul, “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?” and the answer returns to him, “Hope in God.”  That, church, is ALWAYS faith’s final word to us- “Hope in God.”  Faith may always struggle with doubt and fear, but it will always have the last word, “HOPE IN GOD!”  In the end, he cannot abandon God because he cannot believe that God will ever abandon him for God never will.  He declares finally that he will CONTINUE to praise God, no matter how bad his circumstances may become for Jehovah was, and is, and always SHALL be his help, his hope, and his guide.

Here, the psalmist gives us a powerful description of the journey of faith in the Christian’s heart and of its ultimate triumph.  This is more than the cry of someone who has been removed from his homeland and the Temple worship- it is the voice of a spiritual believer just like you and me.  It is the cry of one under depression, the plea of one longing for spiritual renewal in his or her heart, the despair of one struggling with doubts and fears but still maintaining his ground by faith in the living God.  

Of course we’ve all had to live with those same hungers and doubts and fears in our OWN lives and so this psalm really becomes a kind of commentary on OURSELVES.  Faith and doubt, doubt and faith- this is the rhythmic pattern of human life.  We believe one minute with a conviction that seems unassailable and then in the next, we wonder why our faith has deserted us.  Perhaps we try praying but when that doesn’t seem to work, we run to our Bibles to search out our favorite passages of scripture for support- but even THAT fails to console us.  Then, just as suddenly and mysteriously we find ourselves overwhelmed by the powerful presence of what we know to be the living God, leaving very little doubt as to the reality of his light and truth.  Before too long, however, a wave of emptiness strikes us- a sense that the winds of faith have left our sails so that we find ourselves back in the wilderness, feeling like an abandoned child, wondering all over again what is going on in our spiritual lives.

Faith and doubt, doubt and faith- this cycle is no accident in our lives.  We would all like to believe the Christian journey is a series of safely ordered steps, progressing in nice linear fashion up the mountaintop.  However, the reality is entirely different.  Experience is always our best teacher and it has taught us that our spiritual lives move in a kind of rhythmic pattern, that it alternates between feelings of joy one minute and sorrow the next, between a profound sense of fulfillment only to be followed once again by the deepest kind of despair.  What we often don’t realize is that there is a divine logic here.  God will give us just enough sense of himself so that we know that we know that we know that God is indeed a real presence in our lives.  In this way, we never completely surrender to despair.  But then God will often withhold that sense so that we never confuse faith with our feelings or ever become too dependent upon them.  God wants us to know that he is present with us and for us DESPITE how we may feel that day or WHATEVER our emotional state happens to be.  

The response of faith is really nothing more than the openness, the honesty, the willingness to come to Christ in all our helplessness, our emptiness, our faithlessness, our impotence, our bankruptcy, our vulnerability and then, to leave our burdens there with him.  THAT’S all faith is- open and honest dependency upon God.  WHAT MATTERS is that we really know there is someone before us who is drawn to our concerns, our fears, our burdens, our tribulation with no other motive than that he loves us and desires to share our load.  "Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest," he says.  "Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and you shall find rest unto your souls."  

The lesson our text has for us this morning is that life is made up of a series of alternating moods, of shifting circumstances, of faith one minute and doubt the next, of joy and pleasure inevitably followed by pain and sorrow and varying degrees of despair.  This is the rhythmic pattern of life.  What becomes important for us are not the circumstances for those we can only accept- we all have to contend with death and illness and rejection and loneliness at different points in our lives and when they come, they come.  Rather, what becomes important is HOW we respond in the face of chaos and crisis and tragedy when it strikes us.  Circumstances change and emotions vary, but faith—TRUE FAITH—always looks up regardless and remains centered on the One who is eternal and does NOT change.  May we not degenerate into despair or self-pity.  May we never give in to our doubts and fears, but rather may we surrender ourselves to the living God who is GREATER than all our doubts.  Amen and amen.
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