A “Sermon” on Psalm 103

The Psalms are in scripture for us to make into our prayers.  When we read the psalms, we are accepting an invitation to overhear the psalmists praying, to listen in on what was going on between them and God.  We are being invited to see if we can make their prayer our own and to test our prayer by theirs.  We are not being invited to learn something some thing about prayer.  We are being invited to pray.  The Psalms are there to teach us how to pray, by giving us model prayers.  So their biblical way to teach people to pray is to give them examples of prayer.  (Actually, Jesus and Paul do the same.)  And the biblical way to preach on a psalm is to ‘re-pray’ it. 

This is my attempt to do that with Psalm 103.  There are a number of references to political events and to circumstances in my own life which derive from the time I first made this attempt and which are therefore dated.  However, I have not tried to change these, because this feature of what follows itself illustrates the nature of prayer.

So I was not just preaching, but also praying.  It was not just me praying, because I had been reading the commentaries to see how (by implication) the commentators had prayed this psalm (Yes, you’re right, there was no evidence they have in some cases, but there was in other cases).  I got my faculty colleagues to pray on the basis of Psalm 103 one day, and I listened to their prayers.  I was preaching, but I was praying.  I invited people not just to be listening, but to be praying: to pray with me, and to pray the particular prayers that they needed pray as they joined in Psalm 103.  

Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name.  I sometimes look round church and see people doing that, Father, and I feel a funny mixture of a sort of vicarious joy, a thrill at other people being thrilled, a bit like the feeling you have when the kids open the Christmas presents (well, the feeling you hope you’ll have when the kids open the Christmas presents) - a mixture of all that with some more negative feelings, a bit of jealousy, of resentment that I don’t usually come to church with my arms itching to lift as soon as I walk through the door, an insecurity that comes from the suspicion that I don’t really belong to the spiritual elite that these people belong to.  Is there an ‘all’ within me that can praise his holy name?  Father, I confess that it doesn’t usually seem to be there instinctively.  ‘I really want to thank you, Lord’, the song says.  But I don’t often feel like that instinctively, it’s not a song I find it easy to sing.

But perhaps the psalm is starting where I start, after all.  Because the psalmist begins by exhorting the self to praise God.  So perhaps this wasn’t instinctive for them either.  So how do I move from sense of obligation to worship, and a real desire to worship God with heart and mind and soul, to actually doing so?

The psalm does actually suggest the way.  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and do not forget all his benefits.  What it’s inviting me to do, Father, is to bring to mind the good things you give me.  And I do find that when I’m drawn into worship at heart and soul, it’s because something has made me aware of some of those good things.

Do not forget all his benefits – who forgives all your iniquity.  That’s what drew me to this particular psalm for Ash Wednesday.  Today has invited me to face up to sin, and that means that, at the end of the day, I need to be reminded about forgiveness.  I know I always need that, because I know that a lot of my own needs are tied up with an awareness of guilt.  It can make me defensive – and aggressive.  It’s the most basic thing you ever give me, Father, your forgiveness.  One of the commentators remarks on the extraordinary fact that God keeps forgiving us for the same sins, and I realized that’s just as well.  I read that just after I’d got annoyed with someone, with a situation that often makes me angry, I fall into that trap, Father, time after time.  After the self-righteousness that justifies the anger abates, I hate myself, though only momentarily – perhaps it would be better if I hated myself for a bit longer.  But you forgive me.  Today I have looked in the face one or two of those recurrent sins, and now I wonder at the fact that you forgive.  You yourself see the failures and the neglects and you forgive.  You yourself look into what goes on in my heart and mind, you see the mixed motives and the low desires, and you forgive.  How dispiriting it is that in so many ways I stay the same.  But how wondrous it is that you stay the same, that you take the risk of keeping forgiving.

Bless the Lord… who heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the Pit, who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy.  Some of that’s harder to say, Father.  I know in my own experience that you forgive, but I also have a lot of experience of you not healing.  But I remember something someone said who’d been involved in healing ministry and had seen people healed, that nevertheless some of the biggest miracles were the way you enabled people to cope with not being healed.  And I know that even as I experience you refusing to heal, I experience you redeeming my life from the Pit.  And it’s like being born again:  pain and new life somehow coalescing.  The Psalms often talk about the Pit as somewhere where you are not known, but then they contradict themselves and affirm that you reach into whatever pit I find myself in and make yourself known there, and you make the place of death a place of praise.  In one sense I still live in the realm of death, but somehow it ceases to have any power over me.  It’s lost its sting.  I suppose that’s one of the reasons why I’m able to keep declaring that you heal all our infirmities even though you obviously don’t.  We do experience healing in all our infirmities.  You do redeem.  You treat me as someone who belongs to your family and as someone to whom you therefore have family obligations, and I experience healing in all my infirmities.  And in that we recognize the guarantee that you will heal all our infirmities.

Bless the Lord… who satisfies you with good as long as you live, so that your youth is renewed like eagle’s.  Well, I know more about that, Father.  There have been moments over the last few months when I wasn’t sure I could actually sustain what I was committed to.  And I’ve experienced a strange feeling of being sustained, of being carried, of finding I had got through a series of commitments that had threatened to be simply too much.  Not exactly my youth being renewed (I’ve no great desire for that), but at least my middle age being renewed.

Then, Father, I find the psalm turning me away from my personal experiences to generalizations.  The Lord works vindication and justice for all who are oppressed.  He made known his ways to Moses, his acts to the people of Israel.  I know that it’s no good my prayer and praise being confined to what I experience.  For one thing, when I see myself forgiven and healed and sustained, I see myself handled in a way that’s in keeping with your dealings with your people through the ages.  It’s a sign that I belong with them.  My healing is one with the way you have acted in authority and justice with your people from the beginning.  My story belongs with that story.  I belong with them, I find myself in their story, and that means a lot to me.  It challenges me, too.  It pulls me away from a privatized faith, an individualistic spiritual experience because it makes me put healing and liberation together – not to identify them, but to make then inseparable.  If I’m interested in healing, I have to be interested in liberation – and vice versa.  Father, please help me to hold together more of the things that scripture holds together.  ‘Your authority exercised in justice on behalf of the oppressed’.  It makes me think of the Philippines, Father, and Uganda.  It makes me think of my brothers and sisters in Christ, in the midst of that life-threatening crisis in Manila, and of brothers and sisters in Christ whom I actually know who live in the area through which the defeated Ugandan army has probably been fleeing – Henry Orombi’s family and Yeko’s family.  Lord, please be to them today the redeemer who manifests his authority and justice.  Please protect them.

The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  He will not always accuse, nor will he keep his anger forever.  ’Full of compassion and mercy’ - overflowing with it, I guess that means.  Unable to move without it spilling-out.  You can’t hold your love in, Father, even when you rather feel you ought to be strict at this point.

He has not dealt with us according to our sins.  The psalmist talks about the past, Father, and makes me think about my own past.  I can become burdened with the failures of the present, the sings that recur in my life.  But I also remember the sins of the past.  My mind goes back to one or two incidents in particular, to an occasion when I hurt someone I said I loved, and my head bows in shame before you again at the memory; and I wonder what happened to her and whether she ever forgave me and I realize I cannot escape the responsibility for that; but t least I hear you say that you propel my sins to an infinite distance, rather than letting them dangle between me and you.

For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who revere him; as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us.  How far is the east form the west?  How far is the Kremlin from the White House?  How far is the north from the south?  How far is the first world from the third world?  How high is the sky above the earth?  Much further than the psalmist realized!  How far is the east from the west?  Did the psalmist realize the answer is infinity?  

As a father has compassion for his children [or a mother, scripture elsewhere says],  so the Lord has compassion for those who revere him.  For he knows how we were made; he remembers that we are dust.  I’ve been puzzling over the way the psalm moves between talk of sin and talk of suffering, Father, puzzling over the link between these.  It’s complicated, I suspect.  Sometimes my sin means I suffer, sometimes my suffering means I sin.  I’ve been aware of that today, and I’ve been newly aware of your recognizing my frailty and the way that’s at the back of some of the temptations I fall to, the things that I’m not sure whether they’re sins or not.  I’m scared, Father, of making talk like that an excuse for sin, but somewhere there, there’s another precious evidence of your compassion, that you know my frailty.  You know it better now than when the psalmist prayed his prayer, because you know it from the inside in Christ (I hope it’s not a heresy to say you know it better now, but I’m sure someone will tell me afterwards if it is).  And that might have made you more judgmental towards me.  After all, if Jesus was in every way tempted as I am without sinning, perhaps I ought to be able to manage.  But I think I hear you still saying that you know my frailty and put your loving arms around me when it takes me within inches of sin.

As for mortals, their days are like grass; they flourish like the flower of the field; for the wind passes over it, and it is gone and its place knows it no more.  Frailty connects not just with sin, of course, Father, but with suffering.  You seem determined to keep facing us with the fact of suffering and mortality.  You almost seem to will illness and death to walk among us.  Time after time we find ourselves weeping with those who grieve or weep or fear.

But the steadfast love of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting on those who revere him, and his righteousness to children’s children.  Thus I am called to affirm before you, Father, and I believe it.  I believe it partly because I have also seen the evidence of it.  But I have to say, Father, that I see much that belies it, and I have to plead with you to be that merciful goodness to Peter Gow and his family, and Pete Jeffries and his family, and people here in church who hurt and grieve and fear and weep.

The Lord has established his throne in all the heavens, and his kingdom rules over all.  So the psalmist’s immediate response is to invite me to an even more searching confession.  You have established your throne.  You rule.  I find your rule harder and harder to understand.  Not harder to accept or to believe in.  It’s just that the more I know you, the less I know you.  The more inexplicable you become, the more mysterious the way you act.  The more evidence I see that you are the God who is there, that makes me unable to conceive that you are merely the figment of our colluding desire to kid ourselves that we are not alone, the more mysterious you become.  Sometimes I can see the edges of the reasons why you act as you do, but much of the time it’s mystery.  And I have to live through the mystery on the basis of the ‘sometimes’.  And I can do that (which is just as well, because I can’t see you giving me any choice).  

Maybe the psalmist is hinting at something of that when putting together the pictures of you as the father and protector and redeemer, and affirmations of your holiness and of the response of fear before you.  It’s with your holy name that the Psalm began - and your holiness is your transcendent mystery, your divine absoluteness, that ‘god-ness’ which silences our questioning.  Yet when it talks about you in your holiness, it’s you as the one who forgives and heals and redeems and crowns.  Then when it talks about mercy, it also talks about fear; and when it talks about you being a father, it also talks about fear; and when it talks about your goodness, it also talks about fear.  So it invites me into an awe before your holiness and into a surrender to your love.  Or perhaps it’s even an awe before your love and a surrender to your holiness.

Bless the Lord, O you his angels, you mighty ones who do his bidding, obedient to his spoken word.  Bless the Lord, all his hosts, his ministers that do his will.  The psalm invited me to begin with me and what goes inside me, and then he drew me to the people of God and what you are for us all, but the end of his worship is with heaven.  I love that line in the metrical version of this psalm: ‘Angels help me to adore him, you behold him face to face’ - you ought to be able to do it better!

Bless the Lord, all his works, in all places of his dominion.  Bless the Lord, O my soul.  I end where I began.  Yet it’s not the same place, because of the journey I’ve traveled.

