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Psalm 42
Quemadmodum
As the deer longs for the water-brooks, *

so longs my soul for you, O God.

My soul is athirst for God, athirst for the living God; *

when shall I come to appear before the presence of God?

My tears have been my food day and night, *

while all day long they say to me,

"Where now is your God?"

I pour out my soul when I think on these things: *

how I went with the multitude and led them into the house of God,

With the voice of praise and thanksgiving, *

among those who keep holy-day.

Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul? *

and why are you so disquieted within me?

Put your trust in God; *

for I will yet give thanks to him,

who is the help of my countenance, and my God.

My soul is heavy within me; *

therefore I will remember you from the land of Jordan,

and from the peak of Mizar among the heights of Hermon.

One deep calls to another in the noise of your cataracts; *

all your rapids and floods have gone over me.

The LORD grants his loving-kindness in the daytime; *

in the night season his song is with me,

a prayer to the God of my life.

I will say to the God of my strength,

"Why have you forgotten me? *

and why do I go so heavily while the enemy oppresses me?"

While my bones are being broken, *

my enemies mock me to my face;

All day long they mock me *

and say to me, "Where now is your God?"

Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul? *

and why are you so disquieted within me?

Put your trust in God; *

for I will yet give thanks to him,

who is the help of my countenance, and my God.

Psalm 43    Judica me, Deus
Give judgment for me, O God,

and defend my cause against an ungodly people; *

deliver me from the deceitful and the wicked.

For you are the God of my strength;

why have you put me from you? *

and why do I go so heavily while the enemy oppresses me?

Send out your light and your truth, that they may lead me, *

and bring me to your holy hill

and to your dwelling;

That I may go to the altar of God,

to the God of my joy and gladness; *

and on the harp I will give thanks to you, O God my God.

Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul? *

and why are you so disquieted within me?

Put your trust in God; *

for I will yet give thanks to him,

who is the help of my countenance, and my God.
The Collect

O Lord, make us have perpetual love and reverence for your holy Name, for you never fail to help and govern those whom you have set upon the sure foundation of your loving­kindness; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

As the deer longs for the water-brooks, *

so longs my soul for you, O God.

My soul is athirst for God, athirst for the living God; *

when shall I come to appear before the presence of God?

I once knew someone whose deep desire was to come to this place, and to be among you, and to give thanks for life, and for love. She was near the end of her days, but she longed to be near God’s presence. It was not as though she thought God was confined to this structure. But she knew that God was surely here, where our hearts and minds are challenged, and nourished, and bound together by ministries of Word and sacrament, and blessed by the Spirit of faith, hope, and love. “I love to go to church,” she’d always say. Her eyes pleaded for the strength to make her wish a reality one more time. And when God gave her a window of opportunity at the last, she came here and worshipped, beaming with enthusiasm. Now she is with God forever, but her spirit lingers among us and inspires us to be grateful for our calling to serve God and his people.

Our two psalms today are a single prayer for wholeness. The author’s longing for God’s nearness is gripping. He is anxious to be in the presence of the Holy One of Israel. And for him that means going to temple. He lives in north Palestine near Mt. Hermon, at the headwaters of the Jordan River. He is accustomed to making an annual pilgrimage to the temple in Jerusalem (a trek of at least 150 miles as the crow flies) but illness has prevented him from making the journey.

People who know of his plight are viewing it as an indicator that God is not with him. He knows by faith that this is not true, but he is worried. He wonders aloud why God has pushed him away – has withheld health and wholeness. He asks God to heal him to prove otherwise. Throughout both psalms he carries on an internal conversation with his own soul.  “Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul? * and why are you so disquieted within me?” – hard words that become a refrain. He has to keep reminding his soul to calm down, to trust, and to seek God, who is faithful.

You can feel his need to be in the temple, to be close to God. Why, though? Why is he longing to be there? Perhaps he wanted assurance that he was in the presence of God. Maybe he wanted to feel safe and secure, protected and insured for an uncertain future. But why there? What was it about the temple that drew him? Given the psalmist’s world of faith, I think that the answer is obvious. He simply needed to be near the place that proclaimed physically – architecturally – that God is with us,
 that the Ground of our Being is really present in the midst of his people. 


In ancient times there was a popular notion that the LORD resided in the temple, that the inner sanctum (holy of holies) contained God’s earthly footstool, which only the high priest could approach once a year with fear and trembling. Jerusalemites equated that awesome presence to power, and so they regarded the temple as a sure sign of safety and wellbeing. Thus, when the Babylonians defeated Judah and destroyed the temple in 587 B.C., a crisis of faith ensued. What became of God’s protective presence? It fell to the prophets to explain how, if the LORD lives in Jerusalem, the Babylonians could have sacked the holy city. Ezekiel claimed that he “saw” the glory of the LORD rise up out of the temple, hover, and then depart. In other words, God had “left the building,” leaving the city defenseless. That vision was a graphic description of the necessity of God’s presence. Later, when the people of Judah returned from Babylonian exile, and rebuilt the temple, they believed that the LORD took up residence there again. 

That may sound like superstition to us. And for those who treat faith like magic, it is. People who approach God as though he were a neighborhood ATM that produces cash if you have the right PIN number are magical thinkers. But for the sophisticated mind even then, the LORD’s presence was not literally localized. The Maker of heaven and earth cannot not be limited, or put in a box. The God Immanuel is with us in Spirit, and the temple is a concrete symbol of his presence on Mount Zion. Nevertheless, the idea persisted that faith requires the believer to come close to that holy place where the hopes and fears of the people converge. Even the loftiest of thinkers looked longingly at Jerusalem and saw the hub of the universe within its walls. Hence the concept of annual pilgrimage took hold and grew.

It may be primitive and naïve to think so physically, but you and I know that the need to be in God’s presence persists. The holy space, the sanctuary, the tabernacle, the consecrated elements, the monastic chapel, the country church, the sainted holy man or woman, the sacred symbols and icons, the stained glass, the holy cross – these are sacred places and people. We crave to be near them, especially when life gets difficult.  
In casual parlance, the “sanctuary” is a building where people gather to worship God. Strictly speaking, however, the sanctuary lies within the worship building. It is the area behind the altar rail, the space surrounding the holy table or altar, where the holy Eucharist is celebrated. This area is called the sanctuary because it is sanctus, which is the Latin for “holy.” The sanctuary is a physical space, but it has a spiritual essence. As such, it is to be treated reverently. In fact, there is a tradition that limits access to the sanctuary to authorized persons only – ordained people such as bishops, priests, deacons, and other authorized support personnel, such as lay Eucharistic ministers, acolytes, and altar guild members. 

Today that ancient sense of awe about the sanctuary is considerably relaxed. And yet I encounter such reverence on a regular basis. There are still devout souls who approach the sanctuary with deep reverence and expectancy. And I say, more power to you. God’s presence is not to be taken lightly. It is precious; it is life-giving.

In his film, Manhattan, Woody Allen’s character is a writer named Isaac (“Ike”), who is searching for a meaningful way of living his life. In that process he makes a snap decision to give up a lucrative, but superficial, career as a television comedy writer. Then reality began to set in: the sudden drop in income makes it necessary to give up his beautiful apartment, as well as to let go of luxuries like picking up checks at dinner, tennis lessons at the club, and renting a summer house in the Hamptons. In a scene with his friend Yale, Ike beats himself up for quitting his job. Yale offers to advance him some money, but Ike declines, saying:
I’ve got enough [money] for a year. If I – if I, uh, live like Mahatma Ghandi, I’m fine. My accountant says that I did this at a very bad time. My stocks are down. I, uh, I-I-I’m cash poor or something. I’ve got no cash flow. I’m not liquid or, uh, something’s not flowing . . .

Ike goes on to bemoan all of the things he has to forego because of his expenses. While he’s complaining to Yale, it dawns on him that his loss will also be his parents’ loss, because he has been supporting them out of his own pocket:

“I mean, you know, oh . . . plus I’ll probably have to give my parents less money. You know, this is gonna kill my father. He’s gonna – he’s not gonna be able to get as good a seat in the synagogue, you know. This year he’s gonna be in the back, away from God, far from the action.”
  

 Allen’s comments were comic, but they express a truth, namely that people tend to depend on something certain in the realm of faith. That may strike you as a contradiction in terms, but it is more a paradox than two things that cancel each other out. A paradox is an apparent contradiction that points to a higher truth emerging from the tension between opposites. In this case, it’s what emerges when we hold together faith and certainty. Something true pops out of those opposing ideas. What’s more, it’s where we live, and move, and have our being. Who doesn’t want to hang his hat on something solid, even in the realm of intangible beliefs?
Both of my grandmothers did, and they were serious about church. My grandmother Collier went every Sunday to her Baptist Church for Sunday school and worship. She read her Bible daily and was devoted to her preacher, and she wouldn’t miss church for anything. One of Grandmother Collier’s prized possessions was an award for a year of perfect attendance. She attended, though, not for that reward, but because she believed that the Bible told her so to do. 

My grandmother Miller was also quite focused on church, but for different reasons than my Baptist grandmother. She was a convert to Catholicism, and was eager to follow the rules of her new faith. For Catholics one clear certainty is that going to church is mandatory. To be in communion with one’s church was the primary life support system for her. I didn’t go to church much with my Baptist grandmother, so I can’t comment about the experience. However I was exposed to my Grandmother Miller’s churchgoing, because my brother and I often took trips with her and our grandfather. When we were away from home on a Sunday, she would always find a catholic church to attend. It was a must for her, and my grandfather respected her need. 

I remember one Sunday in Fredericksburg quite well. My grandfather stopped in front of St. Mary’s Catholic Church. My grandmother got out of the car, and headed for the open door of the church. When she got there, she paused, reached into her pocketbook and produced a white handkerchief, which she deftly placed on her head before entering (that was the rule; women had to cover their head). My grandfather pulled away from the curb, went around the block, stopped at the newsstand for a newspaper and two comic books (for my brother and me), and came round the corner and stopped at the front entrance to St. Mary’s. When we got there, my grandmother was already waiting for us. Boy, was I impressed. She did church in less than ten minutes! I thought, “Wow, what a church!”

Two things occur to me about that memory. One is that my grandmother understood duty. She always crossed her t’s and dotted her i’s in that department. Skipping church was not an option for her. Observing that rule was as much a certainty for her as the Word of God was for my other grandmother. It was something to count on.  The second thing is that she believed in “less is more,” even with respect to church, and religious obligation. And it appears that she was a pioneer in that, because nowadays that belief has grown like kudzu in the church. It seems to have supplanted the idea of duty.

In the Episcopal Church there was a well-developed concept that all confirmands learned and took to heart. It was called, “my bounden duty.” The Book of Common Prayer (1928) had two “offices of instruction” for all candidates for confirmation. Boys and girls memorized their catechism, for to be able to recite the proper answer to a question posed by the bishop was a prerequisite for being confirmed. Here is what the second office of instruction said about our religious obligation:

Question. What is your bounden duty as a member of the Church?

Answer. My bounden duty is to follow Christ; to worship God every Sunday in His Church and to work and pray and give for the spread of His Kingdom.

You’ll notice that this answer is punctuated with biblical terms; the old Prayer Book is the direct descendant of classical Anglican tradition, which was Catholic in form and Protestant in substance. In a way it represents the combination of my two grandmothers’ views. It’s a rule that underscores what Scripture requires of the loyal disciple: the importance of churchgoing, as well as the need to work, praying, and giving of oneself to support Christ and his Kingdom. 

What happened to that sense of duty? Because you are here today, it is plain that you know that need, but what about everyone else? Why don’t most modern Christians share our belief? What has gone missing that our forbearers cherished?

John Bright
 taught me that, in ancient Israel, the duties of covenant life were not simply imposed on the people by an autocratic God. It is “obligation based on grace,” he used to say. What one does is founded on gratitude for what God has done for us. For Christians, the grace of God has taken human form. In Jesus Christ God has come among us to redeem us. The bar of gratitude has been raised to the level of joy. That is the background for our bounden duty. This is not an assignment, like a military command; it is the expression of grace upon grace.

Rabbi Harold Kushner is a wise man. His books begin with human issues that need divine enlightenment. Then he applies the wisdom of the biblical tradition to find practical ways to address our issues. In his book, Who Needs God,
 Rabbi Kushner deals with contemporary indifference and outright antipathy toward religious tradition and institutions. He begins by recounting a conversation with a young man who espoused belief in God, in the values of kindness and respect for others, and in protecting the rights of all people. But he did not understand the need for organized religion – for churches and synagogues, for professional clergy, for prayer books and religious services, for rules and rituals, and for competing world religions. The young protestor said that instead of all that, people should just try to get along.

For about an hour Kushner listened to his visitor, who had come to see him because his father had asked him to seek the rabbi’s counsel. Then he told him that “. . . some people can create lives of holiness all by themselves, the way Mozart could create immortal music without taking piano lessons, but that most of us need a structure and the company of other people to do it. I spoke to him about the need for community, that even if he didn’t need organized religion, he should feel the obligation to maintain it for the people who did.”
   

The rabbi was right. Even though there are virtuosos of virtue and faith, the truth is that the majority of us cannot go it alone. We need each other to experience wholeness, which is not ours by nature. Wholeness – the health of body and soul – is something that we ourselves cannot produce. It is a gift to be shared. 

The New Testament teaches that God is love. And the apostles tell us that love – the kind that we see in Jesus – is not a feeling. It is an act of the will. Love is what happens when a person decides to seek and serve Christ in all people, and to care for the neighbor as one cares for oneself. To love is to respect the dignity of every human being. Love is based on grace. We come to church out of love, and we come to celebrate love. Love is present when people give and receive it. Where love is, God is. It is among God’s people – outside these walls and within these walls. Love is present in this sanctuary, and love abides beyond the physical limits of altar railing, stained glass, pews, and Gothic architecture. 

Still, there is a palpable holiness about this place. It is the three-dimensional expression of God’s love. The church – these buildings and gardens, this churchyard and these memorial stones – is a space set apart from all others for us. It is our constant reminder that God is with us, and that God calls us together for the sake of love. It is meet and right that we should long to be here. Amen. 
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