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SUMMARY
What should we do when we’re deep in a hole and our lives are spiraling out of control? The answer might surprise you.

AT A GLANCE
Two men were trapped inside Pisces III, a tiny submersible that sank 1,600 feet, crashing on the cold, dark ocean floor. They were in deep trouble, with nothing to do but wait. A few thousand years before, the writer of Psalm 130 found himself in similar trouble and looking for a way “out of the depths.”

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Shake, Rattle and Roll,” April 6, 2014. 

On August 29, 1973, Pisces III, a small Canadian deep-sea submersible, sank to the floor of the Irish Sea at a depth of nearly 1,600 feet. Two men were inside this capsule of death: former British Royal Navy officer Roger Mallinson and engineer Roger Chapman. When a rear hatch was accidentally opened, sea water rushed in, causing the tiny sub to plummet like a rock to the bottom of the sea. 
It took more than three days to rescue the pair, and when they were finally reached, the two chaps had only 12 minutes of oxygen left. They’d been trapped in the crushing depths of the sea for 84 hours.
The Kola Superdeep Borehole goes even deeper. It is the most jaw-dropping, radical, human-made hole on the planet, and the deepest artificial point on Earth. The wicked shaft, built by the Soviets during the Cold War, is 40,230 feet deep. It is so deep that locals call it the “well to hell,” and swear they can hear the screams of souls writhing in hell. 
It was at the bottom of such an abyss that the writer of Psalm 130 fancied himself, and he was just about to lose all hope of ever seeing the light of day.
It’s quite likely that the holes in which we find ourselves are figurative ones, but real, nonetheless. Even in the face of rescue, we instinctively panic, like a drowning victim trying to climb out of the water on top of a lifeguard. We tend to escalate, rather than deescalate, defuse, calm down or lighten up. We’re experts at making bad situations worse. 
We try to rationalize this behavior when faced with failure. “Oh, perhaps if I raise my voice and start shouting, she’ll understand.” Or, “Just let me stay in Vegas one more night and I can win it back. Really … I can and I will … I have a system.” 
The most pertinent advice for people in situations like this has been attributed to Will Rogers, Bill Clinton, cowboys, Warren Buffett and Pat Robertson — all of whom knew of what they spoke: “The first thing to do when you find yourself in a hole is to stop digging.”
Makes sense. Unfortunately, most people in a hole only stop digging in order to find a bigger shovel.
The aphorism can be traced to page 6 of The Washington Post, October 25, 1911: “Nor would a wise man, seeing that he was in a hole, go to work and blindly dig it deeper.” 
So this, we may safely say, is the First Law of Holes. When you find that you’ve unwittingly dug yourself into a hole, stop doing what you’re doing, which is exacerbating the situation. We have idioms similar to this First Law, such as adding fuel to the fire, pouring gasoline on the fire, adding insult to injury, and so on.
The Second Law of Holes is, “Don’t dig a hole for others.” This is a biblical principle derived from, among many possible citations, Proverbs 26:27, which sounds better in Elizabethan English: “Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein: and he that rolleth a stone, it will return upon him.” Don’t lay traps for your enemies. You’re likely to fall in the hole you dug. Consider Haman’s ignominious end in the story of Esther, when he died on the very gallows he had constructed for Mordecai. The psalmist had a similar thought: “Whoever digs a hole and scoops it out falls into the pit they have made” (7:15, NIV).

The Third Law of Holes
The author of today’s psalm reading is in a hole. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. LORD, hear my voice!” (v. 1). Obviously, the scene is of a person in a pit from which escape is impossible. From the bottom of this pit, he’s now hollering for help. “LORD, hear my voice!” The Third Law of Holes, then, is to cry for help. 
This might seem obvious, but in a culture where independence and “rugged individualism” are seen as virtues, crying in any way, shape or form is tolerated about as much as one might tolerate a preteen who wants an increase in their allowance. 
Asking for help might be okay if it is the government we’re hitting up. But polite, intelligent and wise persons with strong emotional IQs do not ask people for help, especially financial help. We even hesitate to ask for directions. God forbid we should think of asking for more.
But the Bible teaches us that it is not only okay to ask God for help, it is almost required if we hope to dig ourselves out of holes instead of into them. 
“Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD.” So begins the psalm, one of the seven penitential psalms known as De Profundis, and also the psalm famously referenced by Oscar Wilde in his eponymous letter while he was serving a prison sentence in Reading Gaol. The psalm-writer, probably a poet languishing in despair during the Babylonian exile, describes his location and situation. He calls it the “depths.” We might say, the “pits.”
We may not know the full extent of the author’s duress, but we can be sure it was considerable. It has the tone of a person who has lost everything in life. It has the sound of a parent who is suddenly bereft of a child. It feels like the anguish of someone whose life and reputation have been destroyed and who now feels there is nowhere to turn.
This is a person at a crossroads. Have you ever been there? Have you been standing alone at an intersection in the middle of nowhere and realized the choices facing you have been reduced to just two? “I either end it all now and forever, or, I cry out of the depths of my despair to God. I die, or I ask for help. There are no other options.” One would hope you’ve never been in such a deep, profound and dark place, but many people have.
This is where the psalm-writer is: in the depths. 
What’s worse, he is not only in the pit of despair, but it is a pit of his own making! How often has this happened in our lives? It’s bad enough to be in extremis, worse if the extremity is self-inflicted. The psalmist readily admits the audacity and borderline hypocrisy. He wants help from the very source against whom he has sinned. “If you, O LORD, should mark my iniquities, LORD, who could stand?” (v. 2). He doesn’t identify his mistakes, but if we were to take a candid inventory of our own choices, decisions, behaviors and ill-chosen words that have landed us in hot water, we’d probably not have too much difficulty determining where we’ve erred.
Would you like it if God kept track of your sins? Well, no. You don’t like it when your spouse or your children remind you of your shortcomings or inconsistencies! How fun would it be to live with someone who kept a file of your mistakes or wrote you up for inappropriate behavior? 
Yet, even when staring at the ceiling at zero-dark-30, while cursing our stubborn irascible nature, we know the one thing we need to do: “I need to ask God to save me from myself.” We know that God alone can lift us out of the depths. How do we know this? Because we agree with the psalmist: “There is forgiveness with you.”
Forgiveness! What a sweet word. There is a repairing and healing balm in forgiveness. We know this from experience, do we not? That’s why it is godlike to offer forgiveness when we’ve been wronged. C.S. Lewis noted that “to be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.” There is perhaps no greater attribute of God’s essential nature than God’s willingness, even eagerness, to forgive the repentant and brokenhearted. Perhaps this is why Martin Luther called Psalm 130, along with the other penitential psalms, the Pauline Psalms because of their emphasis on faith and forgiveness. This amazing God is one “who forgives all your iniquities … for … as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us” (103:3, 11-12).
Human beings may take longer to forgive than God, and perhaps some will never forgive or forget. But, after exhausting all avenues of redress, we have to leave it, and be all the more thankful for the amazing grace that God extends toward us in the saving work of Jesus Christ.
So, the writer, in a deep hole, with full knowledge of his own culpability, obeys the Third Law of Holes, as should we. He asks for help.

The Fourth Law of Holes
Having stopped the digging and having sent up a cry for help, one must wait with hope. “I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in his word I hope” (v. 5).
It is incredibly hard to wait. But if one cannot wait, one cannot hope, for one is inextricably tied to the other. Only those who wait upon the Lord, can hope in the Lord. So how do we do it?
We wait by staying in the “now.” Going over past problems, reliving old mistakes, or getting a case of the “shoulda, woulda, couldas” is of no help whatsoever. Rather, we focus on the tasks at hand, next steps and positive actions. In a hole, there is no way to go except up, and that is not going to happen without waiting with a clear mind and heart.
We wait with confidence in the One on whom we have called for help. We rang up God; we must let God answer. We reached out to the Creator of the universe. We must let God be God and do what God does and on God’s schedule, not ours.
We wait with courage. This is the advice of the psalmist: “Wait for the LORD; Be strong and let your heart take courage; wait for the LORD” (27:14). John Wayne reportedly said that “courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway.” Our metaphor might work better with a climbing reference: “Courage is being scared to death, but strapping on a harness, snapping in a carabiner and having faith that the rope won’t break.” 
We wait with contentment. We do not wait as though we’re standing in front of an elevator door, punching the “UP” button again and again as if it will make the elevator arrive faster. The elevator will come when it comes. We learn to practice peace; we learn to be content with God’s timing. As the apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently” (8:25).
Corrie ten Boom once wrote: “There is no pit so deep, that God’s love is not deeper still.” When God’s forgiving love reaches down to the depths of our soul, it lifts us up to a new place, a fresh start, and it is then that we realize that when we are forgiven, we indeed have a future. This is what the psalmist wanted; it’s what we all want. Forgiven with a future. 
Amen. 
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Ezekiel 37:1-14 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Our Bones, God’s Breath. Start with the bone angle. Bones are sort of fascinating, aren’t they? Some forensic anthropologists make a living studying bones. And there have been many television shows that explore forensics (Quincy, M.E., Crossing Jordan, CSI, Bones, NCIS) and reveal the messages hidden in bones — messages that tell a story or that might reveal a killer. The message of the bones in Ezekiel 37 does not require the sleuthing of a forensic expert, because something amazing is about to happen. God is going to take “dem bones, dem dry bones” and breathe on them, bringing them to life. The scene is a metaphor explained in verse 11: “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost.” When we feel that hope has evaporated in a desert of despair and in a valley of bones, when we feel that these old dry bones have been buried beneath a pile of useless rubbish, let’s hear God’s promise: “I am going to open your graves and bring you up from your graves.” God’s going to breathe on us, and the reaction of God’s breath on our dry bones will cause sinews to appear, the Spirit to reinvigorate our souls, and new life to grow. We “shall live.”
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s lesson is a vision (vv. 1-10) and its interpretation (vv. 11-14), a combination that occurs elsewhere in the prophetic literature of the OT. It is part of a series of visions and discourses in the book of Ezekiel (33-39) concerning the restoration of Judah after the Babylonian exile of 587-539 B.C. This vision is remarkable not only for its gruesome vividness, but also because of the radical reversal it represents in the context of Ezekiel’s message of Israel’s utter destruction because of its unfaithfulness, even in exile. The passage is also one of the few passages in the OT from which a notion of resurrection can be adduced (the other being Daniel 12), albeit with considerable distance from the common modern understanding of the term resurrection.

Romans 8:6-11 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
On the Path. This text does not allow for much gray area. Paul is rather decisive here: You’re either walking in the Spirit, or you’re walking in the flesh. This sort of dualistic certainty makes many people uncomfortable. We might pay lip service to the apostle here, but we’re hemming and hawing like something’s caught in our throats. Today, it is not as black and white as it was apparently for Paul. Yet, what he argues is not so implausible. He uses the metaphor of walking. Unless you’re walking in a desert where a “path” is not necessary or possible, taking a path is a rather straightforward exercise. Certainly, when hiking in the woods or the mountains, you’re either on the path, or you’re not on the path. It’s best to stay on the path, and the National Park Service posts advisories to that effect. STAY ON THE PATH! If you are not on the path, you are off the path. It’s a rather narrow and confining concept, but it’s for our safety. Paul says, if you’re not walking in the Spirit, you’re not on the path. Get on the path!
What Does the Text Say?
Sanctification is the major focus of Romans 8. Paul mentions the Spirit 19 times throughout the chapter, six times in verses 6-11 alone. The presence of the Spirit is ongoing and powerful, a source of sacred strength we need to be fortified with the reverent wherewithal to live the new life expected of those who are justified by Christ. In the verses leading up to verses 6-11, Paul draws a distinction between the flesh and the Spirit (vv. 2-3). Thus, there are those who walk/live according to the flesh and those who walk/live according to the Spirit (vv. 4-5). Paul then builds on this contrast in verses 6-11 by juxtaposing a dire alert with good news. The dire alert concerns the consequences of the flesh. Setting one’s “mind on the flesh is death” (v. 6) and “is hostile to God” (v. 7). Minds set on the flesh cannot “submit to God’s law” and “those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (v. 8). Very bluntly, those without the Spirit of Christ do not belong to Christ (v. 9). The good news, of course, is that there is “life and peace” in the Spirit (v. 6). The faithful to whom Paul is writing “are not in the flesh” but “in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in” them (v. 9). Because the Spirit dwells in them, they are connected to the righteousness and resurrection power of Christ (vv. 10-11).

John 11:1-45 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Foretaste of Easter. This text offers many sermonic possibilities for the preacher. It’s striking, though, to notice how the gospel text resonates with the psalm and prophetic lections for today. In each of these readings, there’s a hole or pit. The Ezekiel reading refers to a valley of dry bones but moves to the graves that God is going to open. The psalmist is wailing like a banshee from the bottom of a pit, waiting and hoping that God will hear his voice. Here in the gospel reading, someone else is in a pit, or grave. It is Jesus’ good friend Lazarus. It’s a scene so poignant that we’re not surprised that Jesus has to have a moment. He brushes away some tears, and then gets down to business. All three texts seem to imply that God is moved at the sight of people who are in utter despair, experiencing dryness or living in the vestibule of death. God breathes on the bones. God lifts the psalmist from the depths of despair, and Jesus extracts his friend from the jaws of death. This is what God does. These texts are a foretaste of Easter. They remind us that God is about abundant life. The dryness, the hopelessness, the death — that’s just not God. God is totally about something else.
What Does the Text Say?
Unique to the gospel of John, the raising of Lazarus is a remarkable story, and not only because of the event it records. The author’s ability to weave this lengthy account together is a wonder in itself. The story works on a number of levels at once. John perches the story of Lazarus’ resurrection at the pinnacle of Jesus’ miracles or signs. The first 12 chapters of John’s gospel are referred to as the “Book of Signs.” Within this book, the Lazarus miracle stands as the seventh and greatest of Jesus’ wonderworks. In John’s gospel, there are no other resurrection miracles except for this one — a fact that increases the singular status John accords this story. Furthermore, the author has tucked into the story all sorts of references to events in Jesus’ ministry that have either already occurred (analepsis) or have yet to occur (prolepsis). The story portrays numerous characters with distinct and active roles. We are first introduced to the Bethany family of Lazarus, Martha and Mary and made aware of Jesus’ connection to them. Jesus “loved” Lazarus and his two sisters, Martha and Mary (vv. 3, 5). In an adumbration of Easter morning, Jesus calls out Lazarus from the grave, even as God will roll the stone from the tomb not too many days hence.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Want to make the hole you’re digging a little bigger?
1. Get visibly angry
2. Raise your voice
3. Have a stare down
4. Be problem oriented
5. Use “You” statements
6. Say “Calm down”
7. Get the last word
8. Correct every minor detail
9. Dig your heels in
10. Get sarcastic
11. Do all the talking
―Alyssa. “11 simple ways to make a bad situation worse.” teachinginthefastlane.com, March 19, 2018. Retrieved August 31, 2022.

##

Sometimes the well is the only structure remaining [from an abandoned farmhouse], and there will be no visible sign of it. It will be covered with old boards in some stage of decay, green with moss or covered with leaves. It is a perfect trap, and now and then you find that rabbits and groundhogs have blundered in and drowned. A man too could blunder into one.
Imagine a hunter, somebody from a city some distance away, who has a job he doesn’t like, and who has come alone out into the country to hunt on a Saturday. It is a beautiful, perfect fall day, and the man feels free. He has left all his constraints and worries and fears behind. Nobody knows where he is. Anybody who wanted to complain or accuse or collect a debt could not find him. The morning that started frosty has grown warm. The sky seems to give its luster to everything in the world. The man feels strong and fine. His gun lies ready in the crook of his arm, though he really doesn’t care whether he finds game or not. He has a sandwich and a candy bar in his coat pocket. And then, not looking where he is going, which is easy enough on such a day, he steps onto the rotten boards that cover one of those old wells, and down he goes.
He disappears suddenly out of the lighted world. He falls so quickly that he doesn’t have time even to ask what is happening. He hits water, goes under, comes up, swims, or clings to the wall, inserting his fingers between the rocks. And now, I think, you cannot help imagining the way it would be with him. He looks up and sees how far down he has come. The sky that was so large and reassuring only seconds ago is now just a small blue picture of itself, far away. His first thought is that he is alone, that nobody knows where he is; these two great pleasures that were his freedom have now become his prison, perhaps his tomb. He calls out (for might not somebody chance to be nearby, just as he chanced to fall into the well?) and he hears himself enclosed within the sound of his own calling voice.
How does this story end? Does he save himself? Is he athletic enough, maybe, to get his boots off and climb out, clawing with fingers and toes into the grudging holds between the rocks of the wall? Does he climb up and fall back? Does somebody, in fact, for a wonder, chance to pass nearby and hear him? Does he despair, give up, and drown? Does he, despairing, pray finally the first true prayer of his life?
Listen. There is a light that includes our darkness, a day that shines down even on the clouds. A man of faith believes that the man in the well is not lost. He does not believe this easily or without pain, but he believes it. His belief is a kind of knowledge beyond any way of knowing. He believes that the child in the womb is not lost, nor is the man whose work has come to nothing, nor is the old woman forsaken in a nursing home in California. He believes that those who make their bed in Hell are not lost, or those who dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, or the lame man at Bethesda Pool, or Lazarus in the grave, or those who pray, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani.”
Have mercy.
—Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow (New York: Counterpoint, 2000), 356-357.

##

I have no doubt that I will eventually repeat the cycle of depression. But now I have some self-knowledge that can’t be taken away. I know that — when I’m in my right mind — I choose hope.
The phrase — “in my right mind” — is harsh. No one would use it in a clinical setting. But it fits my experience exactly.
In my right mind — when I am rested and fed, medicated and caffeinated — I know that I was living within a dismal lie.
In my right mind, I know I have friends who will not forsake me.
In my right mind, I know that chemistry need not be destiny.
In my right mind, I know that weeping may endure for the night, but joy comes in the morning.
This may have direct relevance to some here today. But I also think this medical condition works as a metaphor for the human condition.
All of us — whatever our natural serotonin level — look around us and see plenty of reason for doubt, anger and sadness. A child dies, a woman is abused, a schoolyard becomes a killing field, a typhoon sweeps away the innocent. If we knew or felt the whole of human suffering, we would drown in despair. By all objective evidence, we are arrogant animals, headed for the extinction that is the way of all things. We imagine that we are like gods, and still drop dead like flies on the windowsill.
The answer to the temptation of nihilism is not an argument — though philosophy can clear away a lot of intellectual foolishness. It is the experience of transcendence we cannot explain, or explain away. It is the fragments of love and meaning that arrive out of the blue — in beauty that leaves a lump in your throat … in the peace and ordered complexity of nature … in the shadow and shimmer of a cathedral … in the unexplained wonder of existence itself. …
I’d urge anyone with undiagnosed depression to seek out professional help. There is no way to will yourself out of this disease, any more than to will yourself out of tuberculosis.
There are, however, other forms of comfort. Those who hold to the wild hope of a living God can say certain things:
In our right minds — as our most sane and solid selves — we know that the appearance of a universe ruled by cruel chaos is a lie and that the cold void is actually a sheltering sky.
In our right minds, we know that life is not a farce but a pilgrimage — or maybe a farce and a pilgrimage, depending on the day.
In our right minds, we know that hope can grow within us — like a seed, like a child.
In our right minds, we know that transcendence sparks and crackles around us — in a blinding light, and a child’s voice, and fire, and tears, and a warmed heart, and a sculpture just down the hill — if we open ourselves to seeing it.
Fate may do what it wants. But this much is settled. In our right minds, we know that love is at the heart of all things.
—Political columnist Michael Gerson, cited by Molly Finnegan, “Read Michael Gerson’s sermon sharing his struggle with depression,” PBS.org, February 19, 2019.
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/read-michael-gersons-sermon-sharing-his-struggle-with-depression.
Retrieved October 18, 2022.
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There is always room for great hope. For at every level of despair there is the possibility of giving up. In the midst of every dimension of delusion there are sparkles of sanity. … In the early years of life, giving up usually takes the form of faith. A leaping forward into a belief that one is loved, accepted, forgiven and redeemed just as one is, with nothing special needing to be done. In later years, giving up more often comes from despair. From the wisdom of realizing that no amount of continuing effort, no amount of fixing, will enable one to ‘get it all together.’ Despair then is forever a doorway to life.
—Gerald May, Simply Sane: Stop Fixing Yourself and Start Really Living (Paulist, 1977), 47.

##

Mary was just like us! Have you ever found yourself in a distressing circumstance, when the sky seemed to come crashing down on you, and Christian that you are, you immediately forgot all the promises of God? You felt sorry for yourself; you became anxious and upset. I have. We so quickly forget the promises of God.
Martin Luther once spent three days in a black depression over something that had gone wrong. On the third day his wife came downstairs dressed in mourning clothes. “Who’s dead?” he asked her.
“God,” she replied.
Luther rebuked her, saying, “What do you mean, God is dead? God cannot die.”
“Well,” she replied, “the way you’ve been acting I was sure He had!”
Many of us have been caught in that trap. This is also what happened to Mary.
—Ray Stedman, God’s Loving Word: Exploring the Gospel of John (Discovery House, 2015).

##

A Hasidic legend tells us that the great Rabbi Baal-Shem-Tov, Master of the Good Name, also known as the Besht, undertook an urgent and perilous mission: to hasten the coming of the Messiah. The Jewish people, all humanity were suffering too much, beset by too many evils. They had to be saved, and swiftly. For having tried to meddle with history, the Besht was punished; banished along with his faithful servant to a distant island. In despair, the servant implored his master to exercise his mysterious powers in order to bring them both home. “Impossible”, the Besht replied. “My powers have been taken from me”. “Then, please, say a prayer, recite a litany, work a miracle”. “Impossible”, the Master replied, “I have forgotten everything” They both fell to weeping.
Suddenly the Master turned to his servant and asked: “Remind me of a prayer — any prayer .” “If only I could”, said the servant. “I too have forgotten everything”. “Everything — absolutely everything?” “Yes, except — “Except what?” “Except the alphabet”. At that the Besht cried out joyfully: “Then what are you waiting for? Begin reciting the alphabet and I shall repeat after you.” … And together the two exiled men began to recite, at first in whispers, then more loudly: “Aleph, beth, gimel, daleth …” And over again, each time more vigorously, more fervently; until, ultimately, the Besht regained his powers, having regained his memory.
I love this story, for it illustrates the messianic expectation — which remains my own. And the importance of friendship to man’s ability to transcend his condition. I love it most of all because it emphasizes the mystical power of memory. Without memory, our existence would be barren and opaque, like a prison cell into which no light penetrates; like a tomb which rejects the living. Memory saved the Besht, and if anything can, it is memory that will save humanity. For me, hope without memory is like memory without hope. …
Because I remember, I despair. Because I remember, I have the duty to reject despair. I remember the killers, I remember the victims, even as I struggle to invent a thousand and one reasons to hope.
—Elie Wiesel, Nobel Peace Prize Lecture, December 11, 1986.
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1986/wiesel/lecture/.
Retrieved October 18, 2022.

##

This “Friday moment of our faith,” signified by darkness, is a moment of profound loss that evokes deep grief. The church is always tempted to compromise that profound loss (like leaving the last light on at tenebrae). But the loss is total; the Messiah did die! We have reached the null point of reality. The disciples were driven to bewilderment and despair by Friday night: “We had hoped …” (Luke 24:21). It is a moment of loss, grief, and honesty that contradicts the seduction of denial by its truth-telling insistence.
Thus, the church, with this basic narrative, does not flinch from the loss all around us. It tells the truth about the loss of the old world in a way that permits relinquishment of what is gone. Think what is gone! The naming of what is gone assures that the church will not be the “happiest place in town.” It is not, however, the work of the church to be happy, but to be honest; honesty, then and now, requires grief for loss. …
There can be no resurrection if there is no crucifixion. There is no genuine praise if there has been no honest lament, protest, and complaint. The church and its pastors have resources for a faithful engagement with the time, place, and circumstance where God has placed us. But it will require intentional resolve to allow Friday its due in the process. There is little point, in my judgment, in the church simply echoing the pious clichés of the dominant narrative of our society.
Our work — and our wonder — is to do otherwise. It is my urging that pastors and congregations may undertake this unfamiliar work that boldly resists denial and with equal boldness refuses despair.
—Walter Brueggemann, “How Do We Not Live in Despair?” Day1.org, September 1, 2020.
https://day1.org/articles/5f4d56576615fbc8ca000012/walter-brueggemann-fall-2020-how-do-we-not-live-in-despair.
Retrieved October 19, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Psalm 130
Out of the depths coming from our iniquities, we cry out to the Lord.
In Psalm 130, the more general word “God” (Hebrew ’elohim) does not appear. The name of the God of Israel, YHWH/Yahweh, appears four times, in verses 1, 5 and 7 (twice). The shortened form, Yah, is used in verse 3 (of its 45 occurrences, 40 appear in the Psalms). In most English versions, YHWH/Yahweh and Yah are usually translated “Lord,” with four uppercase letters, three of them being small caps. (There are both religious and Hebrew and English language reasons why the divine name YHWH becomes “Lord” [occasionally “God”] in translation.) The divine appellation ’adonai appears three times, in verses 2, 3 and 6. ’Adonai is translated “Lord,” with three of the four letters being lowercase. In Psalm 130, all these terms refer to the God of Israel.
“A song of ascents” (v. 1 of Psalms 120-134) likely relates to the people or priests of Israel as they were going up to Jerusalem or to the temple.
Psalm 130 is a penitential psalm (also Psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102 and 143). The psalm-writer cries out desperately to the Lord, speaking for the people of Israel, under the weight of their iniquities. The writer also speaks for us in our own chaotic, troublesome sea-depths, much as when Jonah cried out (see Jonah 2). We resonate with the psalm when we are overwhelmed by sins and circumstances (some of which we attribute to our own sin — “I must have done something really bad”).
The word “iniquities” appears in verses 3 and 8. The Hebrew noun has a complex meaning, encompassing iniquity (the sin itself), guilt (we are guilty, and we feel guilty) and punishment; the related Hebrew verb can mean to twist, to distort and to pervert. Leslie S. McCaw and J. A. Motyer (in “Psalms,” The New Bible Commentary: Revised, 533) describe “iniquities” as “the deepest and most inward of the OT words for sin: It represents the corruption of the heart.” Isaiah 59:2 is relevant: “[Y]our iniquities have been barriers between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear.”
And so the psalm-writer, Israel and we cry out to God, imploring God’s attention and forgiveness, in the midst of sensing the depths of our overwhelming iniquity, guilt and impending punishment. The passionate prayer of Psalm 130 contrasts with much of our own anemic praying.
The psalm-writer is well aware that no one could stand before God, if God were to “mark” iniquities, instead of being willing to forgive them. The word translated “mark” (v. 3) is from the same Hebrew verbal root as verse 6’s “those who watch” for the morning (see below). In Psalm 130, the verb means “to give alert attention to.” God’s forgiveness has the purpose of leading the forgiven nation or persons to fear/revere the Lord (v. 4).
The most significant verbs of verses 5a-7a are the somewhat synonymous “wait” (Hebrew qawa) and “hope” (Hebrew yahal). We are among those who eagerly await the Lord’s forgiveness and confidently anticipate that God will affirmatively answer our cry for help.
“Wait” (Hebrew qawa) appears twice in Psalm 130 (both in v. 5; English translations supply “waits” in v. 6). “I wait” is paralleled by “my soul waits.” There is an intensification and an internalization in the use of “my soul.” “Soul” (nephesh) has the connotation of a person’s living, breathing, yearning self.
In English, “wait” often has the connotation of a passive or annoying endurance of time. The Hebrew qawa has the sense of eagerly awaiting, expecting, looking for, longing for, hoping for. See Isaiah 40:31. In Jeremiah 29:11, God offers “a future with hope” (using the noun-form of the Hebrew root). In verse 6, our soul is (waiting for) the Lord to act favorably “more than those who watch for the morning” (note the doubling). The imagery may be that of sentinels desperately eager for morning to come, to bring relief from the terrors of the night. See Psalm 30:5.
“Hope” (vv. 5 and 7) is the Hebrew word yahal, with a hard h. Unlike “hope” in modern English, the Hebrew connotes a confident anticipation/trust that God will act. In the Lord’s Word, the psalmist hopes (see Psalm 119:74); thus, God will do what he promises about forgiveness. The verb yahal is commonly translated in the Septuagint (early Greek OT) by elpixw, used frequently in the NT to refer to our confident hope/trust in God’s promises to us in Jesus Christ. It has this sense: “If God says it, we will count on it.”
The psalmist is confident in the Lord’s “steadfast love” (hesed in Hebrew, with a hard h) — verse 7. See Psalm 33:18. Hesed may also be translated “covenant love,” “loyalty,” “lovingkindness” and “mercy.”
The psalmist also expresses certainty about the Lord’s generously abundant redemption (vv. 7 and 8). The last word of verse 7 is a noun-form in Hebrew, closely related to the verb “redeem” in verse 8. The meaning of both is redeem, ransom or deliver. A slave could be ransomed or redeemed, and God redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt. In the NT, God has redeemed us, through Jesus Christ (see an electronic or print concordance for words such as “redeem,” “redemption,” “ransom”). Verse 8’s “It is he (emphatic in Hebrew)” underscores the meaning. It is God’s redemption of Israel (and us), not our redemption of ourselves.
The psalmist takes the role of the preacher in verses 7-8, encouraging and exhorting Israel (and us) to hope confidently in the Lord because of the Lord’s mercy and redemption from all our iniquities. God’s redemption and forgiveness are complete and abundant. For biblical affirmations about God’s generous forgiveness, see passages such as Psalm 103:2-5, 10-13; Isaiah 43:25 and 55:6-7; and Micah 7:18-20. See also Psalms 32:1-5; 65:3; Jeremiah 33:8; Ephesians 1:7; 1 John 1:9.
In “It Is Well With My Soul,” Horatio Spafford wrote: “My sin, oh, the bliss of this glorious thought! My sin, not in part but the whole, is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more. Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!” In “Rock of Ages,” Augustus Toplady wrote: “Be of sin the double cure; Save from wrath and make me pure.”
According to James L. Mays (Psalms, in the Interpretation commentary series, 405): “John Wesley … heard the psalm sung on the afternoon before his transforming experience at Aldersgate. … The psalm [is] a succinct but powerful expression of the theme that is the heart of Scripture: the human predicament and its dependence on divine grace.” Further, Mays says (407) “… redemption includes liberation not only from guilt but also from the whole imprisoning network of sin’s effects on life.”
We are among those who cry to God out of the depths coming from our iniquities. Yet we find ourselves eagerly awaiting the Lord’s forgiveness and confidently anticipating that God will affirmatively, lovingly and mercifully answer us by abundantly delivering us from all our iniquity, guilt and punishment.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 130
Ask the children if they have played hide-and-seek and if they know what happens when a person calls out “olly olly oxen free.” Explain that it means that the players who are hiding can come out into the open without losing the game. Find out how it makes them feel when they are released from the place they are hiding. Say that something similar is happening in Psalm 130, in which people are feeling separated from God because of the mistakes they have made, and they say, “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. Lord, hear my voice!” (Psalm 130:1). Stress that they want to be forgiven and allowed to come out in the open. Ask the children to guess what God says to them. Suggest that God calls out “olly olly oxen free” and allows them to come out of the depths of despair, because Psalm 130 says “there is forgiveness” with God (v. 4). Invite the children to share some things that make them feel sad and lonely and separated from God. Assure them that God loves them and wants to forgive them; all they have to do is admit their mistakes and ask God to forgive them. Promise them that God will say, “olly olly oxen free” and release them from anything that is making them feel trapped.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
One: Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.
All: Lord, hear our voice! Let your ears be attentive to our call.
One: If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand?
All: But there is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered.
One: I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word, I hope;
All: We wait for the Lord. We hope in his word.
One: My soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for the morning, more than those who watch for the morning.
All: O people of God, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is great power to redeem.
—Adapted from Psalm 130

Prayers — General 
Resplendent God, we long to be people who live and walk in the light of your glory, but sometimes we find ourselves shrouded in the darkness of fear, loneliness or despair. In our anguish, we cannot always find you. Help us trust that you will lead us out of the shadows and back into your radiant presence. Fill us with your light so we are able to chase away the demons that taunt us in the dark. Let your light shine in us so that our faces reflect your light and love to all those who don’t yet know your saving grace. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Loving God, move us from tragedy to blessing.
Strong Jesus, move us from fear to trust.
Guiding Spirit, move us from despair to hope,
And let your love surround us and fill us with peace.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Out of the Depths I Cry to You
My Faith Looks Up to Thee
Sing Praise to God Who Reigns Above
Worship and Praise* 
Rescue Story (Williams)
I Will Wait for You (Psalm 130) (Getty)
Christ Our Hope in Life and Death (Papa/Getty)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifth Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 130
Romans 8:6-11
John 11:1-45
