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The God Dimension


I mentioned last Sunday that according to our church liturgical calendar we are entering the season of Epiphany. This season spans from the day of Epiphany, which occurs 12 days after Christmas, (January 6) to Ash Wednesday, which marks the beginning of Lent. Epiphany means ‘coming’ or ‘appearance’. It is the celebration of the appearance of God among us in Jesus Christ. In our tradition we mark this day with the arrival of the wise men at the manger and the affirmation of the divinity of Jesus the wise men’s worship represents. Their coming is the fulfillment of prophesy. Yes, this is the One the world has been waiting for. This is truly God with us. 

From that high and holy day, our readings for the weeks that follow bring us stories of other events in the life of Jesus that remind us that in him we are meeting God. Jesus’ baptism is here, and several miracle stories as well. There is however another dimension of this, ‘God is here’ proclamation that is Epiphany that comes up in our liturgical readings of this season. 

Every year about mid-January we read call stories. Of course call stories are interspersed throughout our year. This is not the only time we read about God’s calls to God’s people, but in January we have two weeks in a row when there is no escaping the fact that God among us means God at work through us. There is no sitting by the sidelines when God is here among us in Jesus Christ. God will call. 

I like that this emphasis comes during January. In our secular calendar this theme of taking stock of ourselves and our priorities is a common one for this month as well – all those New Year’s resolutions. Our Sunday morning scripture readings help us make sure we do not forget the God dimension when we are busily making our lists and our plans.

With this in mind, I would like to take these next two weeks to focus on this idea of call. What does the Epiphany, ‘God among us’ mean when it comes to a consideration of God’s calls to us?

The call stories in our scripture are some the most memorable stories in the Bible. I think they hook us because we can so easily relate. We may not be Abraham and Sarah in the desert or Paul on the road to Damascus, but who among us has not wondered, ‘Could this be God calling me?’ when we begin to believe maybe we are hearing the voice of God in our dreams or prayers or from the lips of a friend or a stranger. Or we’ve thought, “Really God?” when we wonder if we may be seeing Jesus’ outstretched hand when a door shuts over there and a window seems to be opening over here.  So it does not take much, when we read stories like we are reading this week and next, to engage our imaginations and send us wondering about what it means for God to be here, now in our lives this day.

This morning we heard two call stories. The dramatic call of the young boy, Samuel to be the next prophet/priest of Israel. Samuel goes on to anoint David king. And Katherine read Jesus’ call of Philip and Nathanael to be his disciples. Next week we will hear of Jonah’s call to go and preach in Nineveh. That is a good story of the interaction between God and one of us in a call situation. And then also next week we will read of Jesus’ call of some more of is disciples: the fishermen, Simon, Andrew, James and John. 

Next week I will focus on calls and our responses to them. This week however I want to begin this conversation about call from a different place. As you experienced earlier, we had 3 scripture readings this morning instead of our usual two. I wanted us to hear the two call stories, to get our imaginations going on this idea of call, and also because they are such good stories. But I want us to focus for a few moments this morning on this reading from the Psalms. For me, as I reflected on this emphasis on call this January, this familiar Psalm struck me as a foundation, the place where all of our calls begin.

I mentioned earlier that as people of faith we want to keep the God dimension in the forefront of our thoughts whenever we are considering callings. That sense that all we have, all we are, all we every have been and ever will be is in God’s hands. It is more than a simple WWJD – what would Jesus do? It is a deep, abiding, complex understanding that God knows us, loves us, and calls us and will be with us where ever those calls may lead. I think Psalm 139 is probably the best expression of this truth. 

One prominent scholar of the Psalms wrote, “Psalm 139 is the most personal expression in Scripture of the Old Testament’s radical monotheism. It is a doctrinal classic because it portrays human existence in all its dimensions in terms of God’s knowledge, presence, and power. It reflects an understanding of the human as enclosed in divine reality.”[footnoteRef:-1] [-1:  May, James, Interpretation: A Bile Commentary for Teaching and Preaching: Psalms, pg. 425.] 


I think the poet who wrote this psalm was trying to give words to that awesome (not as in cool awesome but as in awe struck, beyond-words) feeling, that awesome feeling, of being enclosed in the divine reality, fully in the arms of God. You and I both know that this is at once frightening. There is no place to hide. “Even before a word is on my tongue O Lord, you know it completely.”(v.4) and profoundly comforting and empowering. “I come to the end – and I am still with you.”(v. 18)

The words of this psalm remind us of our humanity and God’s radical commitment to us anyway. Accepting God’s acceptance of us frees us to listen for God’s calls for us and respond to them. We are free from having to decide if we are good enough, strong enough, faithful enough for the task. We are free from having to make sure we know the way the story is suppose to turn out before we begin a task. That is God’s business. Not ours. Ours is to listen for God. Trust God. Lean into God. And know that ‘come to the end – God is still with us.’

There are some more verses to this psalm. They are often left off in liturgical readings, as they were this morning, because they take a turn that is… different, not quite as comfortable to read in a nice worship setting. The psalmist continues on in the psalm where we left off:

19      O that you would kill the wicked, O God,
      and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me—
20      those who speak of you maliciously,
      and lift themselves up against you for evil! 
21      Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD?
      And do I not loathe those who rise up against you?
22      I hate them with perfect hatred;
      I count them my enemies.

It is as if the psalmist does here what we so often do today. Jump ahead. Figure we know what God wants, what God thinks. We know what, who, is right and wrong in God’s eyes. We know what God would do. Our passions become God’s passions rather than the other way around.

But after that flair of passion the writer returns to the earlier theme of deep, abiding connection with God and concludes the psalm with:

23      Search me, O God, and know my heart;
      test me and know my thoughts.
24      See if there is any wicked way in me,
      and lead me in the way everlasting. 

As we consider January resolutions and new possibilities for ourselves, for our church, possible callings as to how we will spend our time and our energy this beginning of 2012 may we begin in this place fully rooted and grounded in our God dimension. 

I want to conclude with one more quote from an Old Testament scholar who wrote recently on this passage. He said, “Recognizing that God knows us better than we know ourselves, we give ourselves over to the security that God will lead us. Then perhaps we will become more aware of our mission and calling. ‘I come to the end – I am still with you (v.18), says the psalmist in faith. God is with us the entire way.”[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Gnuse, Robert, Lectionary Homiletics, Volume 23, Number 1, Dec. 2011/Jan. 2012, pg. 49.
] 
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