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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Birthing Hope
Psalm 8; I Peter 1:3-9

Who among us has not stood outside on a cloudless night, away from
all of the artificial light that we create, and gazed upward in awed silence at
the dazzling display of stars and moons and planets that glisten above?  A full
moon will stop us in our tracks.  A recognizable constellation will make us
giddy.  No matter how often we see natural fireworks glittering above in the
blue-black canopy of the heavens, we are awed.  Awed!  If there is a word, it
is usually only the word, “Wow!”

We all become psalmists at such moments because that is exactly what
some star-struck Hebrew said thousands of years ago when standing beneath
the same sky we see today.  Fortunately, he or she wrote down all of the
words that floated into that sacred night.  We call them “Psalm 8” and they are
just as fresh today as they were then.  I invite you to close your eyes and
revisit a star-filled night in your memory.  What do you see?  What do you
feel?  What do you think?  Now, listen:

O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
You have set your glory above the heavens.
Out of the mouths of babes and infants
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,
to silence the enemy and the avenger.
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have ordained;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,
all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field,
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
whatever passes along the paths of the seas.
O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 



This psalm is quiet and thoughtful and calming.  It does not lament the
speaker’s fate in life as so many psalms do.  There are no complaints or
whimpers or angry outbursts.  Other psalms express those hot and heavy
emotions, and I am grateful that they do.  Yet, I am also grateful for the
elegance and simplicity of Psalm 8.  It even reads like the number 8 itself,
gently curving this way and that, eventually coming back to where it began,
a seamless expression of what feels endlessly good: “O Lord, our Lord, how
majestic is your name in all the earth!”

Framed by this simple affirmation, Psalm 8 says more in a few verses
than most thick volumes of theological exploration.  Transfixed in a moment
of pure worship, this soul hears God’s praise resounding from all of creation. 
For the ancient mind, someone’s name embodied their character, the core of
who they were.  This psalm, a hymn of praise to the Creator, explicitly
proclaims that all creation understands the majesty, authority, and generosity
of God.

This worshiper also recognizes that the Lord of the universe is different
from the rulers of earth for God governs not from a position of dominance and
raw power, but from a relationship of appreciation and shared authority.  Even
God’s method of protection is ridiculously different from what would seem
prudent.  Admittedly, the second verse of the psalm feels out of place: “Out
of the mouths of babes and infants you have founded a bulwark because of
your foes, to silence the enemy and the avenger.”  How quickly we move from
gazing into a dazzling night sky to staring into the eyes of an advancing army! 
Nonetheless, in this odd interjection of children into the psalm, we are offered
a profound thought to ponder: 

Tension, aggression, and hostility were as common in ancient Israel as
they are today.  We have highly trained and well-equipped soldiers standing
guard to protect us night and day.  We have specialized equipment and
weapons to defend us, if necessary.  In ancient days, kings also had trained
and well-equipped armies.  Tactical warfare was practiced to get every
advantage over a foe, just as it is today.  Israel was no stranger to armed
conflict and often counted God as one of its military assets.  We often do the
same today when we claim that “God is on our side.”

Our night-time worshiper, however, understood God in a different light. 
Instead of skilled warriors and deadly armaments to repel an invasion, God
has a rather unique weapon at the ready: the coos and cackles and cries of
babies!  How absurd to imagine that an advancing army would be sent
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scurrying in retreat by a line of laughing, dancing toddlers.  Yet, that is exactly
what this psalm not only suggests but proclaims.1

Is it not true that no matter what is going on in the room–good or
bad–the sounds of a baby immediately garner all of the attention.  Someone,
maybe even several people, will rush to soothe a child who is upset or
frightened.  Everyone pauses when a baby laughs.  Babies have the ability to
grab our attention and bring us back to the things that matter most at the time.

That is God’s secret weapon according the this psalm!  God doesn’t
need armies of angels to repel evil in the world.  God has the purity of a
child’s heart to lead us to righteousness.  God doesn’t depend on brute force
and intimidation to make us live as we ought to.  God has children to show us
how to get along.

Obviously, as so many of us have spent more time at home and a fair
amount of time on the internet, we have discovered the blessing (and
sometimes curse) of home videos.  A week or so ago, we saw a video of two
little girls, kindergarten friends who had not been able to play together in
several months because their school was closed.  Their mothers arranged a
safe play date and, as the two friends saw each other, they rushed into a tight
hug, joy emanating from every pore.  The fact that one was black and the
other white only added to the power of the moment, especially in light of what
our country is experiencing right now.  This week, a similar video has been
making the rounds.  It shows two toddler boys meeting on a street in New
York last fall.  They run to each other and hug in pure delight.  Again, the fact
that they are wearing different colors of skin catches our attention in the midst
of a national crisis over race.  This is God’s defense strategy, the psalmist
declares.  This is how God repels evil in the world.

Imagine that!  God the omnipotent–all powerful–with every resource
imaginable at his disposal, relies on children to protect and defend basic
humanity!  As absurd as it is, that is God’s authority in the world.  Almighty
God values the tiniest and most vulnerable humans among us because they
innately understand the most profound and important truths of life.  Even if we
would never say it, we know it in our bones.  Think about it.  What are the
coos and cries of a baby?  They speak for us all!  Their contentment and
delight in the merest of things strike a chord of longing in us all that we might
once again take pleasure in the simple things of life.  Their sudden cries for
food or rest or the assurance that mom or dad are nearby echo similar needs

1Claus Westermann, The Living Psalms, J.R. Porter, trans. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1989), 260-264.
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in our own lives that may not be getting met.  The honest and forthright ways
that children ask for what they need and enjoy what they have resonate with
those of us who have forgotten what is most needful and often ignore what is
most enjoyable.

God has no need of firepower and brawn when the voices of children
stop God’s foes in their tracks and send anger and hurt running away.

It is no wonder that the psalmist is awed by God’s creativity and by
God’s attitude toward us humans.  We have a tendency to claim for ourselves
the gifts and abilities we have been given to maneuver our way in the world. 
We tend to grab the gifts of the earth and exploit them for our own gain.  We
have a propensity for creating a chasm between us and God and working our
way into an adversarial relationship with the Creator of the universe.  Many
of the psalms acknowledge this gulf between God and humanity.  The singer
of this psalm, however, sees us humans through God’s eyes and marvels at
what is there.

Obviously, God is worthy of glory and honor, but, in God’s eyes, so are
humans.  According to scripture, creation is under the dominion of God, but
in God’s universe, humans are also caretakers of the earth.  All that God has
given to us, God has also entrusted to our care. We are not only children of
God.  We also partner with God to care of the world and all that is in it.  God
has made us trustees of creation.  

I get tired of saying it and I know you get tired of hearing it, but the past
four months have been tough on all of us–the entire world.  The pandemic,
the inhumanity of people against one another, economic hardship for our most
vulnerable neighbors, health insecurity, fear, and the unknown which lies
ahead all wear us down.  And all of these things arrived on top of whatever
burdens and challenges we were already carrying prior to Covid-19.  We
probably don’t even go out and look at the night sky very much, do we?  We
hunker down.  We distance.  We rush out to get what we need and then hurry
back inside again.  We barricade ourselves against anything that might
infiltrate our lives and cause us or a loved one some kind of harm.  It is a
frightening time.  It is an uncertain time.  It can be a depressing time.

Then, a baby like Adelaide comes into our lives and incredibly,
immediately, everything else drops away.  The lights dim, the trees step back,
and the sky displays its bounty of stars.  The wonder and majesty of God is
always on display in the presence of a child.
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The birth of a child brings life quickly into perspective.  We focus on the
needs of that child instead of our wants.  We take better care of ourselves
because someone else is dependent on us.  We pay more attention to our
world because it is going to be the world that this child and other children
inherit from us.  Do we want our child to live in a world where he or she
cannot grow up and fully enjoy the world?  Do we want our child to grow up
in a world where they might not be given a fair opportunity or might be
mistreated because of how they look or act or think or feel?  Do we want our
child to be put at risk because of someone else’s selfish sense of
inconvenience?  Do we want our child to experience the world we have
prepared for them up until now?  Or, do we want our children to experience
the awe and wonder and gifts God’s creation as God intended?

With each child that enters the world, God births hope–hope that we will
recognize the abundance God has given to us and share it with one another;
hope that each boy and girl will be recognized as a child of God and listened
to when they grow up as much as when they were a baby; hope that new life
might stop anger and oppression in its tracks, might silence weapons of war,
might quiet ugly ridicule and lies and animosity; hope that in our children we
will see commonality–the resources we have, the needs we share, the
opportunities we crave, and the dreams that drive us all.

The writer of the Epistle of I Peter understood that we all have an
opportunity to “re-boot” our lives and regain the fresh perspective of children
when he wrote,  “We have been given new birth into a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ.”  This concept of a new birth or being born again
or born from above has always puzzled us.  Remember that Nicodemus
asked Jesus, “How can someone be born again?  Can you enter a second
time into your mother’s womb?”  The answer is obviously, “No!”  We are born
again when we allow God to reset our hearts and minds to rid ourselves of all
the bad attitudes and assumptions we have gathered about one another.  We
can learn what being born again into faith means by paying attention to
children who take delight in life and in one another.  It only makes sense in
God’s universe that the Creator of all that exists would enter into our lives as
a baby!  There is a reason!  Children can remind us of what matters most in
life.  Children can help us regain hope.  That is God’s defense plan for the
safety and security of the world.  After all, the One whom we often call “our
Father” truly knows best.

If you want to be awed, go out and look at the stars sometime.  If you
want to be astounded and learn about God’s presence in the world, go watch
children at play.  You might learn how to play better yourself!  Amen.
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June 21, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Our hearts are filled with joy as we welcome new life into our family of
faith and celebrate with these who are so dear to us, O God.  At a time when
health is threatened by a pandemic around the world, when unity is
threatened by discord across our country, and safety is threatened by rising
waters in our community, we need the hope and promise that this precious
little one brings, a reminder of your immeasurable love for us and your call for
us to love and concern for one another.  Enfold Addi in your care, we pray,
even as you wrap your arms of protection around all of us.  In our moments
of worry and uncertainty, guide our steps and calm our anxious spirits.  When
we are lonely and afraid, walk with us to reassure us that we are not alone. 
In all of the perplexing and challenging circumstances around and within us,
sustain us by the gift of your grace and encourage us with the strength of
companions for the journey.

On this day, especially, we pray for our fathers and ask your blessing
for these relationships which have established the foundations for our lives. 
For the ones who have molded and taught us, for the gifts of wisdom and
support they have shared, for memories that sustain us when they are no
longer with us, and most of all for the love which binds us, we offer our
deepest gratitude. 

Because your great love for us calls us to love one another, Merciful
God, we pray not only for ourselves but also and especially for the neighbor
who depends on our compassion, the stranger who longs for welcome, and
the world in need of the love you have called us to share.  Teach us to reach
beyond ourselves and our comfortable places to ease the suffering that
engulfs so many lives.  Grant us wisdom and courage to face the complexities
of our world and to seek solutions with creativity and humility.  Fill us with the
persistent hope that seeking justice, acting in mercy, and walking humbly with
you will make a difference in our lives and in the life of every person we
encounter.  Work in us and through us, we pray, to bring your life and light to
a dark and hurting world, through Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of
your Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


