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Psalm 80:1-2; 8-19


When I was in elementary school, there was a period when our first task back was to write a composition entitled “How I Spent My Summer Vacation”.  I miss those days.  It gave us a chance to reflect on the summer fun.  Well my vacation is not yet over, but I want to share with you this small but wonderful part of the vacation I have had in the past 2 weeks.


The first few days at the cottage seemed like a Reading Marathon.  We all had a great book to read and at every opportunity, of which there were many, we could all be found in different locals, getting lost in our respective books.  I could not get enough of a book that someone wanted me to read quite some time ago.  I loved it....the writer's wit, the theology, the journey the writer was on, and the manner in which she sought her goal with all its ups and downs.  It kept me intrigued the whole time.


Like today's scripture it is a story of sadness and disappointment, shattered dreams.  Yet it is also a story of hope, the promise of God's forgiveness, the certainty of God’s relentless presence with us, and God's desire for us to re-build and draw close - God’s ultimate restoration.   The invitation to connect, to know, and to live in that Almighty love, is there for each one of us.  


We have a couple of wedding invitations on our bureau at home right now.  They come with RSVP cards.  We need to respond.  We need to tell those who invited us, yes, or no.  Whenever invitations come into our lives, we need to respond.  We need to say yes, or no.  God's call upon our lives is very much like that.  The only difference perhaps is that His invitation is always there.


Sometimes God's call is a priority for us, sometimes it seems not to be, and sometimes we feel so far removed, so unworthy, so lost.  Psalm 80 is a song of confidence and hope, that God will restore us and strengthen us even in and through the storms of our lives.  It comes from a place of need and lost-ness and brokenness, but it is optimistic, hopeful, and faithful.


There are many of you here today who already know of God's restorative work in your own lives.  There are some who feel like God has been otherwise occupied through the dark times, and for one reason or another, just didn't show up.  God's invitation for us is to quiet our hearts and minds and to receive the enduring truth, that God will never abandon us.  It is for us to look and see, and to remain faithful...when it is easy to do so and when it is not.


Have you watched  the news on the TV lately,   or heard it on a  radio, or read it in a newspaper?  We might wonder if perhaps God has left the building.  I wonder what would be going through Jesus’ mind if he were here to see how we treat one another, our neglect of the poor, our violence upon others, our ability to turn our gaze from the marginalized.  In various ways at one time or another, we all cry out as individuals and as a community, ”Lord help us!'


In my summer book, the main character was lying on her bathroom floor, again, crying from deep within herself, frantic with emotion, as her husband slept soundly in their bed.   She was lost.  Her sense of who she was and the context of her life was something she had always longed for and now that she had it, she knew she had to get out...to find herself and to find God. All she wanted to do was to connect with God.  She knew He had a place for her.  She knew that love was the answer, true love, real love, and that God was all of that and more.  She believed that connecting with God, hearing that voice, moving with that Spirit, would get her to the place where He always wanted her to be and to be where she had always wanted to be.    Now all she had to do was to find out how to make that connection, how to respond to the invitation.  Sometimes that is clear, sometimes it is not.


“O Shepherd of Israel”, a metaphor used throughout the Old and New Testaments.  The Good Shepherd!  It conjures up images of protector, parent, and caregiver.  The call goes out from the Psalmist on behalf of his community, for the Shepherd to come and save them. Like my friend on the bathroom floor.  Perhaps like any of us at one time or another.  Perhaps like the victims of the Tsunami,  Hurricane Katrina,  the war in Afghanistan, the genocide in Rwanda, those trapped in the Twin Towers....on and on it goes...the cry of  God's people in all places throughout all times, corporately and individually.


“Restore us”, “let your light shine”.  “Come Lord and be with us and let us be with you.”  “Help us to connect with you'.  Help us to respond.  Help us to say yes.

And the next image in Psalm 80, from the shepherd, to the light, to the vine.  “Let your hand be upon it, that it might provide shade from the harsh sun, that it might bear much fruit.”  “Lord, provide that which we need.”


And the Psalmist ends “Restore us O Lord; let your face shine, that we may be saved”

Saved from this agony, saved from persecution, saved from doing wrong, saved from bringing hardship to any other, saved from suffering, saved from eternal darkness.  All the things in our life we need to be saved from.


This is the plea of the psalmist, knowing that God is love, knowing that God can do all things, knowing that God never forsakes his people.


In my wonderful summer book, the central character traveled far, worked hard, prayed fervently, listened well, studied under great teachers, and never gave up.  It was not a straight path.  It was not well marked and easy to follow.  But she persisted.  She listened, and she persevered and responded to God, and eventually, she got there.  Toward the end of this portion of her life journey, she experienced a moment of spiritual transcendence.  In the end she got back to that place, that place of connection with love, that connection with God.  She found out from God, what was essential in her life, and what was not.  She found a way to be true to the kind of personality she was, but also true to the woman God had always intended for her to be.  She found how to regain that connection with God and she was vigilant in watching for signs that she was becoming unconnected.


If you were to track all the emotions and all of the difficult moments in the human condition, and if you were to identify the heights of celebration and exultation, the causes for joy and thanksgiving, you would find them all, somewhere in the Psalms.  The Psalms reflect the raw humanity of God's people through the ages.  No doubt you can find yourself there as well.


Scott Peck's celebrated book The Road Less Traveled opens with this line,  “Life is difficult”.  I brushed that first sentence off when I was 20.  I know now, how true that can be.


In your search for God, know that God has been there for you from the beginning and God will be there for you to the end.  It is only up to us, to call out, to reach out, to respond, to persist, to look, to be quiet,   and to listen.  God will be there.  This is God's promise.

Amen
