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SUMMARY
Faith is often believing without seeing, and occasionally believing without feeling. 

AT A GLANCE
Sometimes Scripture can seem like just another Bible passage. But when life is too much to bear — “when my soul is cast down within me” — perseverance and faith can provide a new perspective of help and hope.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “How to Survive (Almost) Anything,” June 20, 2010. 

“I’ve been pondering how life can just be too much sometimes.” 
That was the opening sentence of a blog post from September 1, 2021, by Marlo Schalesky, founder of a California charitable organization that works with at-risk kids. 
Her post for that day was titled, “Too Much,” and Schalesky mentioned some things from the previous week, including some very depressing news on the global level and the surge of the Delta variant of the coronavirus that was then spreading across America and killing people. Things weren’t much better in her own community, where there was a fatal stabbing at a local high school resulting in one 17-year-old dead and 17- and 14-year-olds arrested. Elsewhere in her community, there was “a double homicide, another attempted homicide, and more.”
And then, on top of all that, Schalesky had to deal with life-threatening health incidents with two of her children.
“It’s all too much,” Schalesky said. “We were not created to bear the burdens of the world. But these days, the 24/7 news makes it possible to know all the heavy, horrible things going on in the world, to add to the burdens of community and family. It is just too much,” she said.
“So, I find myself emotionally battered. Weary. Burdened. Exhausted,” she wrote.

Seeing Ourselves in Scripture
Do you ever feel like that? The author of Psalms 42 and 43 did. (Bible scholars say the two psalms were originally a single poetic unit.) “My soul is cast down within me,” the psalmist wrote (42:6), and that feeling was unrelenting, for he also said, “My tears have been my food day and night” (42:3). He also asks rhetorically, “Why must I walk about mournfully?” (42:9). Whatever was going on — and scholars surmise that the psalmist was among those in exile in Babylon — it was all too much.
Psalms 42 and 43 are what we might call “hard-times texts.” We might have read them before, but they have a way of jumping out at us when our circumstances are similar to those alluded to in the Scripture.
Casey Cep, a staff writer at The New Yorker, noticed that. Raised in a Lutheran church, she said that Sunday services were her first book club, “because week after week, very thoughtful, very loving people gathered around the same book and tried to figure out what it meant.” 
That book, of course, was the Bible. Cep grew up steeped in it, and she has continued to read the Bible as an adult. Now, however, something new happens as she reads it. It’s because of an essay she wrote in The New Yorker while pregnant with her first child. She titled her essay, “Reading the Old Testament While Pregnant.”
During her pregnancy, Cep found herself moved by the mothers in that Testament — Eve, Sarah, Hagar, Rebekah, Hannah, Rachel, Tamar, Bathsheba, Ruth, Jochebed and others — and took note of all the different experiences of pregnancy and parenting there.
These women seemed like metaphors when she previously read about them. “The matriarchs were just that: mothers of nations and peoples,” Cep said, “not mothers who lived through months of actual, embodied pregnancy — the same as my mother had experienced in order to give birth to me.” Now, however, Cep cannot help but imagine them “with their growing bellies, achy backs and swollen ankles, feeling the stirring of tiny limbs as they gain strength.”
Cep recognized that her way of reading the Bible during this time — where the text’s meaning comes from one’s personal interactions with it — has its limits, and that some would argue that great works have their own objective meaning, not the subjective meaning that those who interact with them perceive.
But Cep added, “I … know how much the [Bible] already meant to me, even as a child. Great works of art can change their meaning for us across time. Books may remain static, but we do not.” 
Referring to seeing ourselves in the texts, Cep said, “What is most miraculous and meaningful in our lives is often most universal, powerful because it has happened to so many others, precious because it is happening to us.”

Feelings Cycle
Obviously, Cep was identifying with a happier experience than the author of Psalms 42 and 43. But the principle of seeing ourselves in the biblical texts is the same. There’s a certain help that comes to us when we recognize that the pages of the Bible are populated with people not unlike us, people for whom life became “too much” long before that particular vocabulary was around.
But this is not merely a case of misery liking company. There’s also help in seeing what else the biblical writers had to say about their circumstances. For the psalmist, it’s a statement about what he sees as the way forward, and he says it three times: “Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God” (42:5, 11; 43:5).
The psalmist was drawing a measure of endurance from an understanding that not only do troubles come and go, but also our feelings about our life tend to cycle. Some days, it all seems like too much. But other days, with no change in circumstances, one may feel less overwhelmed. The psalmist relied on the memory of how hope in God had buoyed him in the past, and declared “for I shall again praise him, my help and my God” … maybe not right at that moment, but eventually, so don’t give up.

Keeping a Grip on Hope
The biblical book of Lamentations is also a hard-times text, as the name of the book affirms. It describes the destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians, and all the suffering and agony that went with it. The book is traditionally attributed to Jeremiah, often called the “the weeping prophet.” Listen to how he describes his mood: “I’ll never forget the trouble, the utter lostness, the taste of ashes, the poison I’ve swallowed. I remember it all — oh, how well I remember — the feeling of hitting the bottom.” But then comes a longer view: “But there’s one other thing I remember, and remembering, I keep a grip on hope: God’s loyal love couldn’t have run out, his merciful love couldn’t have dried up. They’re created new every morning” (Lamentations 3:19-23, The Message).
It would be easy to dismiss these biblical perspectives when one is confronted by life that is “too much.” They sound a little too long-range for our sunken present mood. We want solutions and relief now.
But when we are in the pits, the Scripture can speak to us in fresh ways because a lot of it was written in the pits of life. Stan Purdum tells of a young truck driver in a congregation he pastored who had a terminal diagnosis. Shortly before becoming sick, Joe had married, become a father and purchased a semi-truck, intending to become an owner-operator. But then came that ugly word “cancer,” and he was eventually reduced to spending his days in bed, sometimes with his baby girl playing on the bed beside him, as he awaited the end of his life. 
Stan visited him often, and on one of those visits, Joe mentioned that some Scripture he had read that morning especially spoke to him and helped him. Stan asked what the text said, and Joe described it in his own words. But Stan couldn’t quite place it. Joe picked up his Bible and opened it to where he had a bookmark and showed it to Stan. It was 2 Corinthians 4:7-12, where the apostle Paul talks of our lives being like clay jars, and says, “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.” 
Seeing the passage, Stan realized that not only did he know the text, but he had preached a sermon on it a few months earlier. He later thought about why it hadn’t come to mind when Joe was speaking about it. And then Stan realized that for him, the passage was merely another sermon text, but for Joe — who was afflicted, perplexed, struck down and feeling betrayed by his body — the verses were truth that reached him in his circumstances. Joe knew why his soul was cast down within him, as the psalmist put it, but in the words of the apostle he found help and hope.
The writer of Psalms 42 and 43 took note of the cyclical nature of our feelings, saying that he was cast down but adding: “Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.” 
What this calls for is a certain amount of perseverance, waiting out the lows in the faith, hope and feelings cycle, believing that our outlook will change. Emotions can be like a yo-yo or a roller coaster. God calls us to faith, which not only is believing without seeing, but sometimes is also believing without feeling. The reward of that kind of faith is that we remain at the right place. When the feelings return, we are still living in God’s household.
—Stan Purdum and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
1 Kings 19:1-4, (5-7), 8-15a 
What Does the Text Say?
After the Lord’s decisive victory over the prophets of Baal, Jezebel the queen was furious. She swore an oath to slaughter Elijah, who thereupon fled for his life, running south through the neighboring kingdom of Judah, going even beyond Beersheba into the Negev wilderness. The fugitive fell asleep there under a broom tree and was cared for by an angel. He continued to Horeb (Mount Sinai) in the Sinai Peninsula some 400 years after Moses’ visit. “The word of the Lord came” (a common prophetic expression) to Elijah, first with a question: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” Elijah complains about the Israelites’ God-forsaken ways and claims to be the only faithful Yahwist left. The Lord asks him to stand before him on the holy mountain. A great wind (strong enough to split mountains and break rocks in pieces) came up. After that an earthquake, followed by a firestorm; Elijah likely expected these to be theophanic experiences of God (see Exodus 19:16 ff.). But the Lord wasn’t in the wind or the earthquake or the fire. What Elijah experienced next was hearing what the KJV famously translates as “a still, small voice.” When Elijah heard this, he went to the cave entrance and “there came a voice to him,” which repeated the question of verse 9, calling him by name: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” Elijah apparently hadn’t learned anything yet from his experience, because he responded with the identical words he had spoken in verse 10. Instead of disputing with Elijah, the Lord told him, “Go …” As before, God didn’t directly answer Elijah’s complaints but told him to do something. God gave Elijah further prophetic mission work to accomplish, rather than permitting him to wallow in self-pity.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
[bookmark: _Hlk92285354]It’s Not about You. Somewhere, sometime in Elijah’s ministry — perhaps during the exhausting and dramatic encounter with the prophets of Baal — Elijah began to believe that this ministry thing was all about him. Even Ahab, in his breathless recounting of the event to Jezebel, highlighted the prophet’s role. He told her “all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword.” You kill 450 prophets of Baal, and you start to think you’re something. You call down rain after a three-year drought, and you start to think you’re sort of powerful. It was quite a show, and Elijah was front and center — until the queen, in the fury of her anger, swore to kill him within 24 hours. So, of course, all the bravado gone, Elijah disappears faster than leaven at Passover, arriving in Beersheba, where he leaves his servant and then continues into the Negev. When God questions him, “What are you doing?” Elijah’s response is all about himself. Things have gone against him. He alone is left in Israel to worship Yahweh. God orders him to Horeb. There the same question comes, and the same answer is given. God tells him to “go …” and start anointing. The sermon is about those times that come into our lives when we wonder what they’re all about. We begin to think that it’s all about us. God commands Elijah to go and resume God’s work. It’s all about God. Maybe there’s a reason that the first two letters in the English translation for Θεός is GO. And if God hasn’t fired you from ministry, then you need not fear what others might say or do.

Galatians 3:23-29 
What Does the Text Say?
Paul’s passionate letter to the churches of Galatia opens a window on the controversy that surrounded the expansion of Christianity into Gentile communities throughout the Mediterranean world. It touches on such fundamental questions as: Were Christian churches to be seen as branches on the Jewish tree, or new and distinctive organisms? Were Gentile converts obligated to accept Jewish practices and values? Were new Christians free to maintain some of their former ways of life? By the time that the letter to the Galatians was written, the controversy over such questions was raging intensely.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Free from the Law! Verse 1 of an old hymn goes like this: “Free from the law — oh, happy condition! / Jesus hath bled, and there is remission; / Cursed by the law and bruised by the fall, / Christ hath redeemed us once for all.” Paul argues that the law once acted as a jailer, or pedagogue (disciplinarian). Who likes to be in jail? In Christ, we’re free from all of that. What’s a contemporary example of how this might look? College freshmen will be leaving in the fall for universities across the land. Many of them will tell you privately, if not publicly, how excited they are to be leaving home! No more rules! They can stay out as long as they desire, watch TV whenever they please, and they don’t have to explain their comings and goings! It’s going to be great! Of course, they’ll later agree that the period of parental guidance was absolutely necessary for their own wellbeing, but now, reaching maturity, they act according to the faith their parents have in them, and, for the most part, they’re going to be okay. As children of God, how foolish it would be to reject the law of God. Now, however, we know that our relationship to God is not dependent on keeping the law. Christ did that. Now, without that to worry us, we can serve God freely.

Luke 8:26-39 
What Does the Text Say?
Luke’s account emphasizes that Jesus has moved into foreign territory. The Gerasene’s country is “opposite Galilee.” This whole encounter takes place only after Jesus “stepped out” onto the Gentile side of the lake. The one possessed by demons is almost certainly a Gentile as well. Jesus quickly overpowers the sarcastic, sadistic spirit speaking from the possessed man. Legion knew immediately of their impending doom, for they beg Jesus not to “order them to go back into the abyss” (v. 31). This “abyss” was the designated place of punishment and imprisonment for demons (Revelation 20:1-3). As an unclean spirit, it was only natural that Legion request relocation into one of the most familiar unclean symbols — swine. Surprisingly, Jesus grants Legion’s request. The beasts go mad and plunge headlong into the depths of the lake. The people, hearing this, are “seized with great fear” (v. 37). They ask Jesus to leave (v. 37). Why the fear? Was it uncertainty over the demons’ complete and permanent demise in the lake? Was it anger over the loss of a large and valuable herd of livestock? Jesus’ own reaction to the request that he leave reveals the most about the situation. Without any further comment to the crowd, Jesus turned his back on the Gentiles, “got into his boat and returned.” Everyone has the right to choose. They choose fear over faith. Luke ends the story by returning to a private dialogue shared between Jesus and the man he has healed. Now fully in his right mind, in his own mind, the man begs to be made part of Jesus’ team, to “be with him.” But, while Jesus refuses to allow the Gerasene to stay with him, he completes the man’s rehabilitation. Jesus orders the Gerasene to return to his former home. And Jesus calls him to a new vocation, giving purpose and point to this man’s now unfettered mind and unfurled spirit. Under Jesus’ direct instruction, the Gerasene demoniac becomes the first missionary to the Gentiles.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Demon Possessed. Preaching about demons is problematic for the preacher, because we don’t experience demons today as Jesus did in his time. So says Michael Rogness, Professor Emeritus of Preaching, Luther Seminary, St. Paul, Minnesota. He goes on to say, however, that the “demons” Jesus confronts have “three things in common: they cause self-destructive behavior in the victim, the victim feels trapped in that condition and they separate the victim from normal living in the family circle. Sound familiar? Don’t many of us suffer from the same kind of snares and burdens?” So, this sermon is about how to be released from the “demons” that possess us. What are those demons? What damage do they do? How can Jesus free us from them?

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Our dominant cultural and medical approaches to suffering and death are characterized by complaint and optimism. People tend to be optimistic that any illness or wound can be treated and cured. If for some reason that does not seem possible, we shift into a mode of complaint — complaint about the pain being endured, complaint that medical technology has not progressed rapidly enough, complaint that we are not devoting enough resources to saving the lives of those we care about. … In Practicing Our Faith, Amy Plantinga Pauw notes that the Christian practice of dying well should be shaped not by complaint and optimism, but by lament and hope.
—L. Gregory Jones, Dean of Duke University Divinity School, “Shaped by Lament and Hope,” The Christian Century, April 14, 1999.
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/2011-12/shaped-lament-and-hope?reload=1640876795925.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

We had hoped [Luke 24:21]. With just three words, Cleopas names what we often sidestep as Easter people: the difficult truth that our hopes can still go unfulfilled, that our faith seems so far from realized. The difficult truth that crucifixion continues to messily and tragically coexist with resurrection. …
It is easy to turn the Emmaus text into a happily-ever-after story: their eyes are opened to Jesus at the breaking of the bread, their sadness erased. Cue triumphal alleluias. There is a temptation to oversimplify this (and maybe all) post-resurrection narratives, jumping to a facile, glib positivity that glosses over trauma and loss. But this story is more textured and shadowed than it might first appear. Those shadows resonate with this moment, marked by Jesus’ presence — and by the fear, isolation, sickness, and uncertainty of the coronavirus, the rage and pain of police brutality, and pervasive systemic racism.
Along the road of dashed hopes — then and now — Jesus appears. Not a triumphal Jesus, some shiny superhero action figure. But a Jesus known by his scars, known in the breaking of bread which is a broken body. The Jesus with dusty and scarred feet, journeying in accompaniment on an unfamiliar road.
—Rhonda Miska, “We Had Hoped: An Easter Faith in a Time of Lament,” Bearings Online, July 9, 2020.
https://collegevilleinstitute.org/bearings/we-had-hoped/.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

They hear it come out, but they don’t know how it got there. They don’t understand that’s life’s way of talking. You don’t sing to feel better. You sing ‘cause that’s a way of understanding life.
—Ma Rainey, Blues singer

##

When you ain’t got no money, you’ve got the Blues. When you ain’t got no money to pay your house rent, you’ve still got the Blues. A lot of people holler “I don’t like no Blues,” but when you ain’t got no money, and you can’t pay your house rent, and can’t buy no food, you damn sure got the Blues!”
—Howlin’ Wolf, Blues singer

##

One of the joyful byproducts of a melancholy time like the present is that people are motivated to pray.
And often, they’re prompted to pray based on certain Scriptures [expressing trust or confidence in God] they know or have been taught. …
Those ARE great patterns for prayer, no doubt about it.
However. But. Yet. When I talk to folks — in a socially distanced way, of course — they often confess guilt for not “feeling” those prayers. They are lacking confidence or missing serenity and so feeling like failures in the valley of the virus.
But what if many of us need to remember that the Bible is a library, not a book, and as a library it speaks with multiple voices on as personal a topic as prayer? And what if understanding … different and often overlooked biblical patterns for prayer in a crisis would not only ease the guilt, but accelerate our connection with God? …
The “how long?” prayers of Psalm 13, 44 and 88. Read them. You’ll be shocked at the nerve people have with God, as the psalm writers have the freedom not only to vent their anger at God but to question his job performance. What will that teach us about God? Well, as a church that believes the Bible really is “inspired, eternal, and true,” we get the revelation that our God is so emotionally secure that he will inspire a Scripture that second guesses him. God can take it. And if you ask in the middle of quarantine, “How long, O Lord?” he will not reject your emotion; he will honor your authenticity. …
The “lament” prayer of Psalm 22. The Bible is full of people who lament their loss; my goodness, there is even an entire book called Lamentations! As you check out Psalm 22, you’ll hear familiar language, and you’ll understand how Jesus saw his experience on the cross through the lens of these words penned hundreds of years earlier. If Jesus was free to lament to his Father, so are you.
I am so glad the biblical library contains material suitable for every emotion and every situation — including one, like now, that none of us have seen before.
—Talbot Davis, “Top Five Biblical Patterns for Prayer in a Pandemic,” Ministry Matters, April 16, 2020.
https://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/10280/top-five-biblical-patterns-for-prayer-in-a-pandemic.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

Lament is a proof of the relationship.
Israel brought their lament to God in the psalms on the basis of his covenant with them. These prayers and songs were not vain attempts to convince a distant deity to notice them. They were not like the priests of Baal dancing and cutting themselves to conjure a response. These were a people whom YHWH — the sole sovereign creator — had called his “firstborn”. They were asking their Father to act accordingly.
On a Saturday morning, when my wife and I are trying to sleep in until that luxurious hour of 8 a.m. but our younger children are hungry for breakfast, they don’t run outside to the neighbor begging for food. They come boldly into our bedroom asking for what they need. “Will you please make me some eggs?!” We are tempted in those moments to get upset, but we should be honored by their request. It is in itself proof of our relationship with them.
The reverse of this scene is tragically described by Dr. Russell Moore in his book, Adopted for Life. Moore describes going to an orphanage in Russia as they were in the process of pursuing adoption. The silence from the nursery was eerie. The babies in the cribs never cried. Not because they never needed anything, but because they had learned that no one cared enough to answer. Children who are confident of the love of a caregiver cry. For the Christian, our lament, when taken to our Father in heaven, is proof of our relationship with God, our connection to a great Caregiver. …
Lament is not our final prayer. It is a prayer in the meantime. Most of the lament psalms end with a “vow to praise” — a promise to return thanksgiving to God for his deliverance. Because Jesus Christ is risen from the dead, we know that sorrow is not how the story ends. The song may be in a minor motif now, but one day it will resolve in a major chord. When every tear is wiped away, when death is swallowed up in victory, when heaven and earth are made new and joined as one, when the saints rise in glorious bodies … then we will sing at last a great, “Hallelujah!”
For now, we lift our lament to God as we wait with hope. Even so, come, Lord Jesus.
—Glenn Packiam, “Five Things to Know About Lament.” 
https://www.ntwrightonline.org/five-things-to-know-about-lament/.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

No doubt [in this pandemic time] the usual silly suspects will tell us why God is doing this to us. A punishment? A warning? A sign? These are knee-jerk, would-be Christian reactions in a culture which, generations back, embraced rationalism: everything must have an explanation. But supposing it doesn’t? Supposing real human wisdom doesn’t mean being able to string together some dodgy speculations and say, “So that’s all right then?” What if, after all, there are moments such as T. S. Eliot recognized in the early 1940s, when the only advice is to wait without hope, because we’d be hoping for the wrong thing?
Rationalists (including Christian rationalists) want explanations; Romantics (including Christian romantics) want to be given a sigh of relief. But perhaps what we need more than either is to recover the biblical tradition of lament. Lament is what happens when people ask, “Why?” and don’t get an answer. It’s where we get to when we move beyond our self-centered worry about our sins and failings and look more broadly at the suffering of the world. It’s bad enough facing a pandemic in New York City or London. What about a crowded refugee camp on a Greek island? What about Gaza? Or South Sudan? …
It is no part of the Christian vocation, then, to be able to explain what’s happening and why. In fact, it is part of the Christian vocation not to be able to explain — and to lament instead. As the Spirit laments within us, so we become, even in our self-isolation, small shrines where the presence and healing love of God can dwell. And out of that there can emerge new possibilities, new acts of kindness, new scientific understanding, new hope.
—N.T. Wright, “Christianity Offers No Answers About the Coronavirus. It’s Not Supposed To,” TIME, March 29, 2020.
https://time.com/5808495/coronavirus-christianity/.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.
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COMMENTARY 
Psalm 42 and 43
Although currently divided in the English (and Hebrew) Psalter, Psalms 42 and 43 display several features that suggest they were originally one psalm: the absence of a superscription for Psalm 43 (recognizing that not all psalms have superscriptions); the presence of the refrain beginning “Why are you cast down, O my soul,” that carries across the psalms (42:5, 11; 43:5); the repetition of 42:9b in 43:2b; and the common theme of distress at being separated from God and relief coming from the temple sanctuary.
The psalms open Book II of the Psalter (Psalms 42–72), which includes a small collection of psalms (42–48) from the Korahite, one of the temple songbooks that was edited into the current Psalter. If, as 2 Chronicles 20:19 suggests, the Korahites were temple singers, it should come as no surprise that this Korahite psalm has as its central idea the healing and revivifying power of worship in the temple sanctuary.
The opening imagery of Psalm 42 is unique and, it must be acknowledged, suffers in the NRSV compared to the Authorized Version, incomparably set to music by Herbert Howells: “Like as the hart desireth the waterbrooks, so longeth my soul after Thee, O God” (v. 1; cf. NRSV’s more pedestrian rendition). In the Bible, deer were commonly used to represent fleetness or sureness of foot (e.g., 2 Samuel 22:34 = Psalm 18:33 = Habakkuk 3:19; Isaiah 35:6), furtiveness (e.g., Job 39:1) or beauty (e.g., Proverbs 5:19). Only here is the deer’s thirst for cool, flowing streams a symbol for the psalmist’s desire for God.
The God of the Old Testament is frequently given the epithet “the living God” (v. 2; cf. also Deuteronomy 5:26; Joshua 3:10; 1 Samuel 17:36; 2 Kings 19:4, 16; Psalm 84:2; Isaiah 37:4, 17; etc.), which isn’t the same as God being described as the God of the living (e.g., Matthew 22:32 and the many OT references to those who praise God “in the land of the living,” especially in the book of Ezekiel). “The living God” means the God who is effectual, not biologically alive as other living creatures are. (The same distinction applies to other celestial beings, such as the living creatures in Ezekiel’s visions.) God’s ability to act, especially on Israel’s behalf, was, for the biblical theologians, the sign of God’s living nature. The ontological reality of God wasn’t an issue of much concern to most of the Bible’s authors; the idea of a God who doesn’t act but simply “is” would have been perplexing to the point of incomprehensibility to the Bible’s theologians, whose theology was eminently practical. The proof of God’s existence was God’s care — demonstrated in saving acts — for the chosen people. That was the living God of the Bible.
Not only was God’s care for Israel necessary for practical belief, but that care was also shown to the individual believer, and it was precisely the apparent absence of such care — “Where is your God?” (v. 3) — that provoked the crisis of faith expressed in these psalms.
The details of the psalmist’s distress, as in most of the biblical laments, are left unspecified, but what’s clear is that the psalmist was once a part of the worshiping community of the temple — may have been a leader of that community, in fact (“led them in procession to the house of God,” v. 4) — and is now cut off from that community. Has the psalmist done something for which he has been banished? Was there a change in temple leadership that resulted in a purge of cult personnel? Is a debilitating (or ritually defiling) condition preventing the psalmist from participating in the ritual life of the temple? Has the psalmist been forced to retire due to age or infirmity? Has the temple been destroyed and the people exiled? The exact cause of the psalmist’s separation is impossible to specify, which is probably part of the redacting process by which the psalms were unhooked from their historical moorings in order to allow them to function more freely across time and differing circumstances.
One linguistic clue that this psalm dates from the late (postexilic) period of the Bible’s composition is its use of the phrase “the house of God” (v. 4) to refer to the temple. Of the roughly 80 occurrences of that expression in the OT, the overwhelming majority of them occur in the late books of Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah. The phrase is a circumlocution (for, in this case, the temple), a linguistic and theological development characteristic of the postexilic period, when attributes associated with the Divine (such as the temple) took on a deeper sense of holiness by their very lack of physical presence.
The psalmist’s claim to be remembering God “from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, from Mount Mizar” (v. 6) is the only suggestion of a geographical setting for the psalm (apart from the temple in Jerusalem itself). Associating Jordan with Mount Hermon suggests the region of northern Syria-Palestine, where both Mount Hermon and the headwaters of the Jordan are located. (Mount Mizar is unknown but presumably would be located somewhere in the same general region.) This may be the locale to which the psalmist has fled, been banished or otherwise been forced to relocate.
If the bulk of Psalm 42 is a cry of distress, Psalm 43 is a plea for vindication “against an ungodly people” (43:1). It is doubtful that the psalmist has the entire people of Israel in mind (unlike some of the hyperbolic totalizing language found in the prophets). It’s much more likely that the embittered psalmist is referring to a temple leadership with whom he has fallen out of favor, a historical reality that would plausibly fit any number of periods in Israel’s cultic history (e.g., the move from a portable shrine during the exodus-wilderness period to the first settled shrine-temple at Shiloh; the suppression of the local shrines at the “high places” by Josiah’s Deuteronomistic reforms in order to centralize the cult in the Jerusalem temple; the supplanting of the Levitical priesthood from the time of Moses and Aaron, with the Zaokite line established during the Solomonic Empire; etc.).
The “holy hill” and “dwelling” of God referred to in verse 3 is Mount Zion with the temple built by Solomon (1 Kings 6). The elevated area of Jerusalem that became Mount Zion was the site of a fortified citadel from the time of the Jebusites, from whom David captured it (2 Samuel 5:6-10; 1 Kings 8:1 = 2 Chronicles 5:2). That the temple located on this mount became the dwelling place of Yahweh, Israel’s divine king, was an idea that was all but certain to find its way into biblical theology, given the ideas of gods and their earthly temples in the cultures surrounding Israel. Such an idea, however, was qualified sharply from the very beginning of its appearance in Israelite theology (1 Kings 8:27), in keeping with the aniconic tradition that dominated Israel’s conception of the deity.
Having been vindicated by the God in whom he takes refuge (v. 2), the psalmist anticipates being able to return to full participation in the temple cult (“Then I will go to the altar of God,” v. 4) with full-throated praise (v. 4). Only here is God described as anyone’s “exceeding joy” (v. 4), another small indicator that the language of this double-psalm is drawn from streams outside classical Hebrew literature.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 42 and 43
Recruit your choir or praise team to help with this conversation. Have them prepare a familiar song and be ready to respond on your cue. Begin by asking the children if they ever feel like they are very far away from God. Point out that this is a natural feeling and that many people in the Bible felt this way. The writer of Psalm 42 asks God, “Why have you forgotten me?” (v. 9), and the author of Psalm 43 wonders, “[W]hy have you cast me off?” (v. 2). Acknowledge that these are sad and lonely feelings, but help is available. Cue the choir to sing a line or two of their song. Point out that music can help lift our spirits, such as when the writer of Psalm 42 led a procession of people to the house of God, “with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving” (v. 4). Let the children know that we can all feel closer to God when we are together in church, which is why the writer of Psalm 43 wants to go to “the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy” (v. 4). Ask the children to describe how they feel when they come to church and sing praises to God. Remind them that help is always available when they have sad and lonely feelings, and a lot of the help can be found right here in church.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: Come, you scattered and torn;
All: Here find hope.
One: Come, you scared and lonely;
All: Here find love.
One: Come, you tired and tense;
All: Here find rest.
One: Come, you confused and searching;
All: Here find guidance.
One: Come, happy or sad;
All: Here join the song. Here let your lives be embraced by God’s grace.

Prayers — General
Ever-present God, source of hope to the despairing and source of light to those in darkness, we turn to you in our gratitude and need. In every leaf, there is the wonder of creation. In each sunrise, the mystery of a new day. With every breath we take, we experience the miracle of living.
Stop us soon enough and quiet us long enough that our awareness of you may flow into rivers of gratitude and songs of praise. Catch us in this moment with a sense of holiness that causes our pulse to quicken and our spirits to soar. Praise to you, our ever-present God.
Bend down and hear the yearnings lodged in our hearts beneath our praise: hope for work that satisfies and contributes to the well-being of your creation, desire for open and honest relationships where pretense yields to truth, longing for peace and justice in our troubled world. Bend down and lift the cares from our hearts. Lift the grieving into your arms of constant care, hold the sick and dying with patient care, strengthen our resolve to see that the hungry are fed and the homeless find shelter and work. Stir us to compassion for those burdened by affliction and resentment. Send us your Spirit that love may overflow. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Dismiss us, Lord, with confidence.
Ground us in hope.
Strengthen our faith.
Remind us of those things worth dying for,
That we might live in truth.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O God, Our Help in Ages Past
Out of the Depths I Cry to You
How Firm a Foundation
Worship and Praise* 
The Lord Is My Salvation (Shane and Shane)
Lord, I Need You (Maher)
Graves Into Gardens (Lake)
*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
Second Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
1 Kings 19:1-4, (5-7), 8-15a
Psalm 42 and 43
Galatians 3:23-29
Luke 8:26-39
