September 8, 2019
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 
Making the Most of Our Regrets
Regret can be an instrument of God’s grace.

##

REGRET
RENEWAL

##

AT A GLANCE: 
An interim pastor’s chance encounter with a local church’s neglected history uncovers a story in its past that challenges the current generation. It challenges us as well, helping us come to grips with the guilt we may carry over past mistakes.
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Grunting Allowed,” September 9, 2007. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Philemon 1-21, see “How Do You Spell ‘Koinonia’?”

It isn’t every day that some event in our lives seems to echo a Bible story, but it happens. In fact, it happened recently to Stan Purdum, editor and writer of The Wired Word (thewiredword.com) and also a regular contributor to Homiletics. 
According to 2 Chronicles 34, in the days of Josiah, king of Israel, a copy of “the book of the law,” which was probably the scroll of Deuteronomy, was discovered in the temple during a renovation of that building. Apparently, the scroll had been stored in the temple many years before and then forgotten. Upon discovery, it was sent to King Josiah who, after it was read to him, realized his nation had wandered far from the divine instructions recorded in that book. In response, King Josiah led his people in great spiritual renewal.
That’s Josiah’s story.
Purdum’s story begins when he was serving a six-month interim pastorate at the church he’d been attending in Basking Ridge, New Jersey. 
On a seldom-used bookcase in the church office, Purdum noticed a book about the history of the church from 1740 to 1953, coauthored by three men who had been in the church in the 1950s but were now deceased. 
Inquiring about the book, Purdum found that although there were a few copies of the book lying around the church, the only current member who had read it was the son of one of the authors, and he was now an elderly man himself. Anyway, feeling a bit like Josiah, Purdum decided to read the book, and found the following true story:

From 1947 to 1950, the pastor of the Basking Ridge church was a young man by the name of John Esaias. He and his young bride were quite well liked by the congregation, and Rev. Johnny, as he was known, reportedly did a good job in his role as the pastoral leader. 
But during his time here, there was a tragedy that stunned the whole community and left an especially heavy mark on him. 
On the last Saturday of August 1948, the young people of the church were holding their annual peach festival on the church lawn to raise money for the youth mission fund. Quite a few of the local people patronized the event. Among them was the manager of the local airport, Paul Hausal, and 20-year-old Janet Fish, a commercial pilot employed at the airport. Both chatted with kids and made generous contributions to the fund. 	One of the girls who served them was 15-year-old Janet Shauger, whose parents were members of the church. 
After the festival, Rev. Johnny was helping the kids clean up, and there was a discussion about what to do with the leftover cake. Janet suggested they take some down to the airport to Mr. Hausel and Miss Fish. Rev. Johnny agreed that would be fine, and since Janet was so enthused by the idea, he offered to drive her to the airport with the cake. 
When they got there, both Mr. Hausel and Miss Fish were delighted to have another piece of cake, and since they weren’t busy, they offered to give Janet and Rev. Johnny a free plane ride. Since neither of them had been aloft before, they were both interested, and Rev. Johnny thought it would be neat to see the town from the air. He said there would be time for a short ride.
The only planes on hand were two-seaters, so it was decided that Miss Fish would take Janet up in one plane and her fiancé, George Lewis, would take Rev. Johnny in another. 
Soon both planes with their pilots and passengers were in the air. After circling for a few minutes, the men landed and Johnny thanked George for a delightful ride. Then the men watched Miss Fish bring her plane down, but as they did, they were horrified to see the landing gear strike some utility lines, and the plane crashed. Janet Shauger died almost immediately, and Miss Fish died in the hospital a few hours later. It was the first fatal accident in the 15-year history of the airport.
In addition to the grief Rev. Johnny felt for Janet and her family, he was stricken with a sense that this was his fault. Here’s how his feelings and the aftermath are described in the book: 

How could he have been so irresponsible, so stupid! If he hadn’t consented to taking a ride, this wouldn’t have happened! And stunned as he was, he still had to break the news to Janet’s parents, who didn’t even know that she had gone to the airport. ... he felt that he was to blame ... though [his weeping wife], many of his close friends, and even the bereaved Shaugers argued otherwise. ... Many in the congregation shared his suffering ... and did their best to console him. But the mental wound suffered by our conscientious young pastor in this tragic experience would be a very long time healing.

Johnny Esaias went on to have a long and successful ministry, but did such healing ever come? Is it even possible to “get over” — if that’s the term — something like that? In fact, is it right to even want to?

What should we do with regrets?
It’s common in church to think about our sins, but many of us may also feel the weight of regret because of mistakes, bad judgment, shortsightedness, immaturity, thoughtlessness, intentional pranks that have gone awry or other screw-ups — things that hurt someone else in an unintended but permanent way and where there’s no chance to undo the harm. And although others tell us that such things are not our fault or that we’re only human and are judging ourselves too harshly, we feel what we feel. In fact, it can be a mark of our good character that we are not able to shrug off such regrets. 
But what should we do with them?
If only there were something that would allow us to square up for the problems we cause or the sins we commit for which there is nothing we can do to reverse the damage, no way to undo our mistakes or wrongdoings. Can’t we just pay for our mistakes and be done with them, so they don’t haunt us? We can believe in forgiveness, and we can even be forgiven by someone we have hurt, but that may not make our regrets go away.

Make friends with regrets
This brings us to Psalm 139, which asserts that God knows us as we really are: “O LORD, you have searched me and known me,” the psalmist says. “You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away.” That God knows us as we are can be a frightening thought — he knows the secret us, the part of ourselves that we never reveal to others, and if there’s anything unsavory or ungodly in that secret us, we can’t hide it from God. But that God knows us as we are can also be comforting — he understands what it means to be human, including what it means to live with sorrow and regrets.
The late J. Ellsworth Kalas, noted preacher and author, said we should “make friends of our regrets.” 
He said that it is by our regrets that we grow. “Regrets generally represent the refuse of our lives, the stuff we’d like to eliminate from memory — both ours and that of our community of friends and associates,” Kalas said. But he also called regret “the redeeming residue of guilt,” and “the compost of the soul, the place where new life grows.”
One way we can use such regrets is by allowing them to make us sympathetic and understanding of the faults and failures of others. 
We can also learn from them to help us avoid similar mistakes.
And we can use our screw-ups to make midcourse corrections in how we are living. 
More importantly, our regrets can become instruments of God’s grace. They can drive us to him afresh, to discover again his mercy.

The redeeming residue of guilt
There is a sort of redeeming residue in guilt. Ronald Knox, an English priest, comments on that:
Those apostles of cheap optimism who have abounded in our day will commonly tell you that it is useless to waste your time in vain regrets over what you did wrong in the past; you should be looking ahead and making bright plans for the future. That, you see, is the exact opposite of our Lord’s teaching. He does not want us to be exercised over the future; we are to ask each day for the bread which will be sufficient for that day, no more. He does want us to be exercised over the past; our old sins are to be a continual subject of conversation between us and him. Not that he wants us to be [full of apprehension] about them, wondering whether in the past our contrition has been genuine, our confessions entire. Rather, he seems to take our sins as part of the day’s work: we are sinners. We must not expect to be anything else. But we are to be sin-conscious, always. 
	Psalm 139 tells us that God knows our inner self. But beyond that is the psalmist’s testimony that God is with him. The lectionary reading is a truncation of the psalm, and the verses between the two blocks of verses designated for the pericope are all about God’s presence with the psalmist: 
If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 
If I take the wings of the morning 
and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
even there your hand shall lead me, 
and your right hand shall hold me fast. (vv.8-10)
	And God’s presence is with us despite whatever regrets we may have.

One Sunday morning, Purdum shared the story of Rev. Johnny and the plane crash with the people of Basking Ridge church, and he noticed that while he was telling it, the congregation seemed riveted. Although it was about a pastor who had long ago served that church, almost none of them had known anything about it. 
Afterward, one man thanked Purdum for the story and the sermon and said, “We’ve all hurt others, even when we didn’t mean to, and we live with the scars. We’ve needed to know what to do with them.”
Although Purdum wasn’t exactly a modern-day Josiah leading a national spiritual renewal, he was able to remind people about the grace of God and that God can use our regrets to help us grow in our faith.
Charles Fredrickson, Mel Hazlewood, Holly Hoppe, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva, James C. Taylor and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Our regrets can become instruments of God’s grace.
· Although there is almost no concept of heaven or an afterlife in the Old Testament, verses 11-12 are a good basis for a sermon on God’s presence with us after death. The Hebrew word for “darkness” can mean “night,” but it was also a figurative way of referring to death. So in this context, one way to understand the psalmist’s meaning in verses 11-12 is: “Death cannot hide me from you, for even death is not dark to you. To you, the night of death is as bright as the day.” That’s pretty good thinking for a time when there was no concept of heaven.
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Animating Illustrations
Christians pinpoint “original sin” in the Genesis story of Adam and Eve eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, even though the phrase is not in the Bible. I think a much truer description of Adam and Eve’s experience would be “original shame.” ...
We live in a time of primal shame, and we don’t seem to know how to escape it. I find very few people who don’t feel stupid, inadequate, dirty or unworthy today, even if they do not consciously admit it. When people come to me for counseling or confession, they ask in one form or another, “If people knew the things I think, the things I’ve said, the things I want to do, who would love me?” We all have had feelings of radical, foundational unworthiness. I’m sure they take ten thousand different forms, but the shame is usually there. ...
In spiritual direction, so many people start with the premise, “If I behave correctly, I will one day get God to love me or even notice me.” We tend toward this behavioral model. But the biblical tradition actually teaches that first we must see God clearly, often by experiencing God’s mercy for our bad behavior — and then our right behavior will follow. We first must encounter and experience God’s original blessing, choosing and loving of us. If you start with original sin or shame, normally the pit is so deep you never get out of it.
—Richard Rohr, “Original shame and original blessing,” Center for Action and Contemplation website, July 1, 2016. cac.org. Retrieved March 25, 2019.
##
In Through the Looking-Glass, Lewis Carroll tells of the Red Queen’s Race. Alice and the Red Queen run faster and faster, the scenery behind them never changing, until they fall down exhausted. “Why, we’ve gotten absolutely nowhere,” gasps Alice. “Everything is just as it was!”
“Of course!” says the Queen. “In the Red Queen’s Race, it takes all the running you can do just to keep in the same place! If you want to get somewhere else, you must run twice as fast!”
Guilt is a Red Queen’s Race. When we’re under its spell, no matter how hard we run, we never make any spiritual progress.
##
The acceptance of oneself is the essence of the whole moral problem and the epitome of a whole outlook on life. That I feed the hungry, that I forgive an insult, that I love my enemy in the name of Christ —all these are undoubtedly great virtues. 
What I do unto the least of my brethren, that I do unto Christ. 
But what if I should discover that the least among them all, the poorest of all the beggars, the most impudent of all the offenders, the very enemy himself — that these are within me, and that I myself stand in need of the alms of my own kindness — that I myself am the enemy who must be loved — what then? 
As a rule, the Christian’s attitude is then reversed; there is no longer any question of love or long-suffering; we say to the brother within us “Raca,” and condemn and rage against ourselves. We hide it from the world; we refuse to admit ever having met this least among the lowly in ourselves.
—Carl Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, 1963. Thanks to Rev. Mel Hazlewood, Valley Spring UMC, Valley Spring, Texas, for sharing this.
##
“There was a time when we were afraid of being caught doing something sinful in front of our ministers,” observes a character in one of Peter DeVries’ short stories. “Now we are afraid of being caught doing something immature in front of our therapists.”
—Thomas G. Long, “God be merciful to me, a miscalculator,” Theology Today, June 1993, 165-68.
##
The Conscience Fund is one of three gift funds maintained by the United States Department of the Treasury and is used for voluntary contributions from people who have stolen from or defrauded the United States Government. The fund was created in 1811 and received $5 during its first year and more than $5.7 million during its first 175 years. The fund’s name comes from a letter sent with a $1,500 check for previously misappropriated funds saying, “Suppose we call this a contribution to the conscience fund and get it announced in the newspapers, and perhaps we will get some more.”
Donations given to the Conscience Fund vary in size and reason. A 9-cent donation was made by a person from Massachusetts who had reused a 3-cent postage stamp, while a person from Jersey City sent $40,000 in several installments for $8,000 he had previously taken. 
Another donor sent handmade quilts in an effort to settle her tax bill. Most gifts to the Conscience Fund are from anonymous donors. Others are forwarded by clergy who have received deathbed confessions. The sincerity of some donors’ repentance can be uncertain, as demonstrated by a received letter reading, “Dear Internal Revenue Service, I have not been able to sleep at night because I cheated on last year’s income tax. Enclosed find a cashier’s check for $1,000. If I still can’t sleep, I’ll send you the balance.”
—“Conscience Fund,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved March 25, 2019.
##
Providence has ordained that I should be the greatest liberator of humanity. I am freeing man from the restraints of an intelligence that has taken charge, from the dirty and degrading self-mortification of a false vision called conscience and morality and from the demands of a freedom and independence which only a very few can bear.
— Adolf Hitler, cited by Hermann Rauschning, Hitler Speaks: A Series of Political Conversations with Adolf Hitler on His Real Aims (Thornton Butterworth, 1939), 222.
##
I once sent a dozen of my friends a telegram saying, “Flee at once — all is discovered.” They all left town immediately.
—Attributed to Mark Twain.

Commentary
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 
Psalm 139 has some of the most lyrical and some of the most troubling lines in the psalter. The psalm is a mixture of the theologically sophisticated and primitive. Today’s reading is two excerpts from the former.
The psalm, as the editorial title supplied in the HarperCollins Study Bible indicates, is about “The Inescapable God.” That theme runs coherently throughout the psalm’s 24 verses except for the curiously vitriolic interlude of verses 19-22 (“O that you would kill the wicked, O God,” etc.) which has nothing to do with the rest of the psalm. The verses are almost certainly an insertion — and an oddly violent one — in an otherwise majestic paean to divine knowledge and protection. (Briggs describes the verses as having a “Maccabean temper” and dates them to that period, i.e., 167-63 B.C.; see C. A. Briggs for his theory of the psalm’s date and his reconstruction of its constituent parts in The Book of Psalms, vol. 2 [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1909], 493). 
Most scholars date the canonical psalm to the very latest stages of biblical writings (i.e., the Persian period and later), largely on the basis of the psalm’s vocabulary and wisdom content. A number of words borrowed from Aramaic, as well as a number of hapax legomena (words that appear only once in the OT), suggest a later rather than earlier date, although this view is not universal (Mitchell Dahood being one prominent scholar who rejects it; see his Psalms II, 51-100 [The Anchor Bible, vol. 17; New York: Doubleday, 1968], 285; for a list of the hapax legomena see Briggs, 493).
The first six verses of the psalm are a recognizable unit centered on the idea of Yahweh’s intimate knowledge of the psalmist. The Hebrew verb yada’, “to know,” and its derived noun, da’at, “knowledge,” occur four times in the psalm’s first six verses, all with reference to Yahweh as the knower. The Hebrew of verse 1 actually says, “Yahweh, you (have) searched me and you know/knew/have known,” with no objective pronominal suffix on the second verb (and with the tense of both verbs quite flexible). Dahood (284) suggests that the psalmist, a religious leader, has been accused of idol worship and is protesting his innocence. The knowledge that Yahweh has of the psalmist under those circumstances would be slightly different from the simple knowledge of the psalmist’s interior life; it would be knowledge specifically of the absence of idolatry, which the lack of a personal pronominal suffix would support (i.e., “Yahweh, you’ve searched me and you know [that there is no idolatry in me] ...”). Dahood’s somewhat idiosyncratic interpretation is based on the psalmist’s outrage at Yahweh’s enemies (139:19-22), whom Dahood sees as idolaters. Although this may indeed have been part of the psalm’s early message, the lack of explicit reference to idolaters and idolatry has unmoored the psalm from such a specific historical context, making it serviceable to subsequent generations. 
The Hebrew verb chaqar, “to search,” ordinarily means to search for objects in the external world; its use here, in the sense of searching the human psyche, is rare (occurring here [including v. 23] and at 1 Samuel 20:12; Job 13:9; and Jeremiah 17:10). It implies a thoroughgoing investigation and not simply a steady penetrating gaze.
One of the reasons scholars tend to date this psalm late in the biblical period is because of its presentation of divine omniscience, specifically of human emotions, thoughts and will. Although the idea of God having knowledge of our thoughts seems commonplace to contemporary readers of the Bible, and although the notion is not unique to this psalm, it is not a common motif in the OT, which focuses far more of its attention on human acts rather than on their underlying motives. Psychological “roundedness,” of the sort that modern anthropology takes for granted, is not widely found in the OT, occurring mainly in the books of Job and Jeremiah (e.g., the passage cited above, Jeremiah 17:10, “I the LORD test the mind / and search the heart, // to give to all according to their ways, / according to the fruit of their doings”), and is usually understood by biblical scholars to be a development from the wisdom tradition in Israel and surrounding cultures.
The order of sitting down and then rising up (v. 2) has been attributed to the biblical diurnal reckoning of the day beginning not at dawn but at dusk, when the work of the preceding day is complete and the evening’s rest approaches. The psalmist’s sitting down (to eat or sleep) would be the start, rather than the end, of the day. The same order is found at Deuteronomy 6:7 (“when you lie down and when you rise”).
Another hint that this psalm is influenced by the wisdom tradition is the statement, also in verse 2, that Yahweh discerns the psalmist’s thoughts “from far away.” One of the chief features of wisdom literature that distinguishes it from other (usually, but not always, earlier) types of biblical literature is its universality: the universality of divine rule and the universality of the human condition under that rule. Ancient Israel, like all of its neighbors, originally conceived of its god as a localized divine patron, whose influence and protection were found first in local shrines (such as Bethel) and later in the land of Israel itself, primarily in the temple in Jerusalem. (Note the geographical specificity in the petition in Solomon’s prayer of dedication for the temple, 1 Kings 8:41-43, “Likewise when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a distant land because of your name — for they shall hear of your great name, your mighty hand and your outstretched arm — when a foreigner comes and prays toward this house, then hear in heaven your dwelling-place, and do according to all that the foreigner calls to you.”) Although Yahweh was understood to dwell in heaven, his activity and influence were understood to be focused primarily on the chosen people in the promised land. This psalm’s reference to “far away” may suggest heaven, but more likely it refers to the universality of the divine presence.
The verb translated in verse 6 as “attain” is supplied; the Hebrew clause simply says, “It is too high for me, I am not able to reach it.” Context suggests that “fathom,” “comprehend” or “grasp” would be better conjectures, since the psalmist has no intention of trying to attain divine knowledge; he simply can’t grasp how Yahweh can have such knowledge.
The overall thought of verses 1-6 is elaborated cosmologically in verses 7-12 (omitted in today’s reading), and in verse 13, the psalmist elaborates on the theme of divine knowledge as he marvels at the wonder of his own creation. The idea of Yahweh’s prenatal knowledge of an individual is also found in the book of Jeremiah (1:5; see also Paul’s similar confession at Galatians 1:15), but the idea is not common in the OT. Similarly uncommon is the idea of the days of one’s life being written in a divine book prior to one’s birth (v. 16). Although the idea of individuals being salvifically inscribed in Yahweh’s book is found elsewhere (e.g., Exodus 32:32; possibly Deuteronomy 29:20; Psalm 69:28; Daniel 12:1), the far more common image is of the book as a repository for the covenant stipulations between Yahweh and Israel. This idea is another of the clues scholars point to for a late date for this psalm.
Today’s reading concludes with the psalmist’s acknowledgment of the vast gulf between human reasoning ability and the thoughts of the divine (vv. 17-18), more imagery drawn from the wisdom tradition. The passage ends on the serene note that after the psalmist has exhausted all human thought about God, God remains part of the psalmist’s life: “I am still with you.”
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children: Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 
Tell this story: A wise, old farmer was considered rich by the townspeople because he owned a horse. One day the horse ran away. What did the people say? They said, “Oh, that is too bad.” The farmer said, “How do you know it is too bad?” The next day the horse returned, bringing with it a wild horse, thereby making the farmer even richer. What did the people say? They said, “You are so lucky!” But the farmer said, “How do you know I am lucky?” The following day, the farmer’s son, while trying to break the wild horse, was thrown off the horse, breaking his leg. What did the people in town say to the farmer? They said, “We’re so sorry.” And once again the farmer said, “Why are you so sorry?” The following day, the king’s men rode through town and took all the young men for the king’s army. But they didn’t take the farmer’s son because of his broken leg. This story has a lesson. Perhaps it has more than one. What is one lesson? Sometimes, stuff happens over which we have no control. For example, some kids have to move from one house to another, or to another town and another school. We might think it is too bad. But how can we know if it is too bad or not? Only God knows. Sometimes we create our own troubles by thinking too much about them. It’s better to think positive and remember that no matter what, Jesus is always with us.

Worship Resources
Invocations — General
Grant, Almighty God, that as you would have our life to be formed by the rule of your law, and since in your word you revealed to us what pleases you, we may not wander in uncertainty, but render to you our obedience. Grant that we may wholly submit ourselves to you, and not only devote our whole life and all our labors to you, but also offer to you as a sacrifice our understanding and whatever prudence and reason we possess, so that by spiritually serving you we may really glorify your name, even as we offer you now our worship and adoration. Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
—Adapted from John Calvin, Devotions and Prayers of John Calvin.

Affirmations of Faith — General
We believe these “foolish” mysteries of God’s kingdom:
that those who want to save their life will lose it,
and those who lose their life for Christ's sake will save it;
that some are last who will be first,
and some are first who will be last;
that we should love our enemies
and pray for those who persecute us;
that Christ’s power is made perfect in our weakness.
We believe that God has made foolish the wisdom of the world. 
We believe and proclaim Christ crucified,
 a stumbling block to some and foolishness to others,
but to those who believe, the power and wisdom of God. 
We believe that God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, 
and that God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.
—Based in part on 1 Corinthians 1:18-31.

Prayers for Illumination
O God, as we turn to your written word, we pray as Moses did: “Show your glory.” Yet, unlike Moses, we see only partially. We know that you are always just beyond us. Yet, we trust in the Holy Spirit, who awakens our eyes and enlivens our ears to experience your Word in this place. Through your grace, let us see your glory and know your ways.

Hymns
It Is Well with My Soul
Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
Forgive Our Sins as We Forgive

Worship and Praise 
Forgiven (Crowder)
Second Chance
At the Cross
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
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 18:1-11*
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18*
Philemon 1-21*
Luke 14:25-33*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
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