My Times
Psalm 31: 14-15a

Dear friends, these words come from a psalm of David. The psalm is not exactly a song of an easy life. There are prayers from the depths of danger, of being forgotten, of ungratefulness, of slander, of persecution. Possibly the prayer should have originally reminded the reader of the time when David was fleeing from Saul as an outcast. Possibly it was later sung by David’s successors as part of New Year liturgy. Israel kept the song in their songbook even after they returned from the Babylonian exile because they were convinced that the song certainly should be sung by someone, even if there was no king of David’s line in Jerusalem.


We as Christians cannot help but think that the prayer was also prayed by Jesus, Son of David, who accepted the way of the cross. Luke must have shared this opinion because in his gospel Jesus dies saying: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit,” which quotes directly, except the word “Father,” the sixth verse of this psalm. Psalm 31, then, is a prayer of the suffering confessor, be it an ordinary member of God’s people, the king or the Savior himself. So it does not begin in reproach and does not end in curse; instead, it begins in seeking refuge in God and ends in celebration of God’s goodness. It is a prayer of bold hope. Several times we hear cries from the depths but they are followed by a profession of hope in the Lord, a remembrance of his past redemptions and a proclamation of certainty in spite of what the psalmist sees, hears and feels himself. That’s why I have chosen this psalm as a text for the last Sunday of the year. It teaches us three things that we can do in such a prayer: 1. Cry to the Lord from depths; 2. Profess our faith despite everything; 3. Thank for his help and mercy.

A wonderful thing in the Bible is that God does not force anyone to pretend to be a hero untouched by any pain. Our Creator does not mock those who are afraid, who find it hard to cope with their failing strength, who have lost their friends because of their faith, who feel entrapped in a hostile environment and worn out by what they have to bear. He does not call them weak and he does not say they are not worthy to bear his name. On the contrary, he sympathizes with them so much that he took his only Son through all the pains of earthly life so that he could be a merciful high priest and help those who are going through trials. The Son of God himself did not pretend to be a fearless hero but trembled and sweated blood in the expectation of what he would have to go through. How much more can we come to God as we are: with trembling knees, full of cares, worries and situations with which we have not coped.

Although this year our soul is not troubled in the way those people are who are persecuted for their faith, we too can bring to the Lord everything that threatens us, worries us and scares us and we may hope that we will not be alone. We, too, can cry: “Father, help! If you don’t fight for us, we will not stand!” And God, who has compassion with our frailty, will show himself to be one who is not powerless. He will help us mostly in other ways than we expect but we will know that he is with us and that his action has given us a space to breathe freely and to continue on his journey.

When I am very worried about myself, my life, my perspective, there are of course other options: I can do away with God, stop believing in his favor, blame on him all the misery of the world and of my life and not admit that the horrors of this world are to be blamed on us, on humans. I can refuse to admit that I, too, add my share to the evil that is active in the world every day. Or I can gather money and power to have a more comfortable life than others do. And finally I can escape this bad world into some virtual reality, be it by way of religious trance, computer keyboard, sex or drugs. The psalmist, however, says that doing such things is “clinging to worthless idols” and he pursues it with passionate hate, along with its bearers, because they offer no real solution, merely a sleep followed by a very unpleasant awakening.

Thinking of what his solution is, the psalmist proclaims: “I trust in the Lord.” According to him there is only one solution: not to give up on our relationship with God, even when we don’t understand him and have a good reason to think that he is punishing us. For it is he who has shown himself to be a Lord who fights for those who are his, our Redeemer from slavery and the shadow of death. It is he who can light a light in every darkness, who does not quench a smoldering wick and does not break a bruised reed. It is he who wants to be glorified as the Savior of the unworthy in this world, who rescues us not because we never made him angry by anything but because his righteousness means that he keeps his covenant even if the other party breaks it 77 times a day.


When we set out on this journey, when we don’t stop praying to God as our Father and Friend even in the deepest depths, we experience the miracle of transformation. When we feel nearly drowned in the roaring abyss of death we will know that we are sunk in the depth of safety, that we are not alone but surrounded by God’s presence, that the God whom we called had been with us long before we opened our mouth, that he leads us and will bring us to the end and where we cannot walk he will carry us, that he is our rock, our refuge, our strong fortress to save us, that he is a shelter to protect us from the snares of the evil one and even from the consequences of our own sin.

The psalmist’s “I trust in you” can also be read as “I feel safe with you.” In faith we never act by what we see around. To believe is to “dare to be assured about what we do not see” and so to act mostly against substantial evidence. Faith always has an element of foolishness but God’s foolishness is wiser than humans. Who relies on the Lord, who commits his spirit into his hands and proclaims his trust in him will not be lost but will be given certainty independent of outer circumstances. His heart will be guarded by peace coming from no lesser source than God himself and the victory of the Son of God over death.

When the psalmist beats on God’s door to be rescued from the hands of his enemies and persecutors he says a great thing, something that first struck me when I read the psalm and what I want to put on your hearts today as we look back at the past year and ahead to the new year coming: “You are my God, my times are in your hands.” Or more literally: my time or my calendar is in your hands. You are the Creator of heaven and earth, you who called Abraham on a journey to follow your promise and who made him in his old age father of many nations, you who make the last first and the first last since the time of the election of Jacob, you who led Israel out of Egypt, you who gave land to Israel and removed nations which were stronger than him, you who put Goliath and all the power of the Philistines in my hands, you are my God. You have made yourself known to me and you have accepted me into your covenant. There is no other power that could compete with you and there is no other power to which you would hand over the rule over my life. And each of us can add with the New Testament: You who sent your Son among us as a child and as a wandering pilgrim, you who sacrificed him on the cross so that no one who believes in him would not die but have eternal life, you who raised him from the dead and sat him on your right hand, you are my God.

You have joined with me forever and not even the death of my body can change your faithfulness to this union. Yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory forever, and under your rule are also my times and my destinies. No one will snatch from your hand, no one can do things in them which I could not bear in your power and which could not serve for my good. You have taken away the power of all the evil which I let into my life in the past and it cannot bind me in the present and in the future. You determine the duration of everything that will happen to me and you will say “Enough” to every trouble just in time. You will safely guide me through death for you walked through it triumphantly in Christ and laid a bridge across it. Even when I see just one step ahead I will fear no evil for you are with me, you who know everything. When I am lonely you will never stop caring for me and you will never stop working with me. Even if I have just enemies and no friends and hear nothing but slander and insult I can still rely on your friendship. Even if all my strength fails you will be my strength and carry me to the end of my journey, to your glory.

Brothers and sisters, if our inner eyes can share this perspective then we may conclude this year free of restlessness and enter the next year free of fear. For the year which is now ending has been a year of the Lord. And for the year that is coming: in its beginning we hear once again that the one who was born of the Virgin Mary in Bethlehem is called Jesus, “the Lord is salvation.” So this new year is here for him, for Jesus to carry out his work of redemption and triumph over death. This year belongs to the time of grace which God extends to all creation. Human stupidity, cooperation with the evil one and the corruption of creation may cause hard times but the fundamental intention of God, to bring all in heaven and on earth to unity and fullness in Christ, will not be thwarted in this year.

If we profess such certainty we should also praise God and express our gratefulness to him by showing the way to him to the fumbling and by taking care that Christ’s rule over our lives, if it is there, is not hindered by anything.
Amen.
