Pre:

As I was thinking about turning 50 a few months ago, my thoughts turned to what I think is typical at midlife.  For one thing, where has all the time gone?  Why it was just yesterday that I was 20.  It has all gone by so quickly.  As I look back at 50 years of life, 24 years of ministry, 8 and a half years with Morning Star, I ask myself, what have I accomplished?  What are my regrets?  What can I still accomplish in the years I have left?  How can I use my time to the best advantage?   

Psalm 90 is appropriate for those kinds of questions.  And it is a Psalm that has been close to my heart for many years.  If you know about my years as somewhat of a vagabond, as well as my intense homebody nature, you will see why this Psalm means so much to me.  

Home

Psalm 90


A little boy was sent to bed by his father.  Five minutes later he called out, “Da-ad!”


“What?”


“I’m thirsty.  Can you bring me a drink of water?”


“No.  You had your chance.  Lights out.”


(Five minutes later)


“Da-aaad. . .”


“What?”


“I’m THIRSTY. . .Can I have a drink of water??”


“I told you NO!  If you ask again I’ll have to spank you!!”


(five minutes later)


“Daaaa-aaaAAAD. . .”


“WHAT?”


“When you come in to spank me, can you bring me a drink of water?”  (parables, etc. 20.9.2)


In a humorous way, that story reminds me of Psalm 90.  Even when he is in trouble, the little boy is secure in the knowledge that his dad loves him.  And he feels confident to ask his dad for what he needs. 


Psalm 90 begins with the foundation of God’s eternal love and care, and reminds us that even though because of sin we are repeatedly “in trouble” with God (so to speak), God remains our home.  Our solid rock.     


Many centuries ago, Julian of Norwich wrote this:  “God is our clothing.  God’s love wraps and holds us.  God enfolds us for love and will never let us go.”  Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations.  Our dwelling place, our home.  

The longing for home is one of the deepest, most primal urges that people have.  We want a place that is our own, secure, a place to be safe and warm and happy.   Home sweet home.  I’ll be home for Christmas, if only in my heart.  Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home.  

We would like the physical place that we call home and our family to always be that source of safety and security that we long for.  But it’s not. The reality of home does not always match up with our fantasy and our longing.   I think it was Thomas Wolfe who said, “Home is where, when you have to go there, they have to let you in.”  

Any of us who have moved from one home to another, know the uncertainty that takes place in the midst of a move from one to another.  And we all know that even the most solidly built home can be destroyed or lost.  


Psalm 90 is attributed to Moses.  Think about this man’s experience with home.  As a baby he was placed in a basket in the bulrushes, and was taken in by Pharaoh’s daughter.  Later in life he went into exile after he killed a man.  And he spent 40 years of his life wandering in the desert, leading the people of Israel to the Promised Land.  Over time, for Moses, the concept of home became not a place but a person.  God.  You have been our dwelling place in all generations.  

Before there were mountains, before the earth itself was born, you are God.  God is eternal, and God’s welcome to us never ends.  


It is with this truth as a backdrop, that the Psalm writer exposes a contrasting truth much less pleasant: the short and difficult life of human beings.  We live seventy years, maybe eighty if we eat our vegetables.  But joggers, and tennis players, and vegetarians and couch potatoes share one thing in common.  We are all terminal.  A contestant in the 1994 Miss America Pageant was asked, “If you could live forever, would you and why?”  Here’s what she said:  “I would not live forever, because we should not live forever, because if we were supposed to live forever, then we would live forever, but we cannot live forever, which is why I would not live forever.”  (story file, 16.3.1) Well, she might not be the brightest bulb in the chandelier, but she did make a point.  We can’t live forever.  We are mortal.  Compared to the eternity of God, we are like grass that dries in the noonday heat, or like a dream that fades with the coming of the morning. 

Life is short, and while it lasts, life is tough.  Just “toil and trouble” Moses says.  

A sailor was visiting with a pirate, swapping stories.  The sailor noted the pirate’s peg leg, eye patch and hook.  “So tell me,” said the sailor, “how did you come to lose that leg?”  

“Arrgh,” said the pirate, “’twas a black squall swept me overboard.  Whilst in the water, a shark snapped me leg off and I’ve had this peg leg ever since.”

“Wow,” said the sailor. “And how’d you get the hook?

“We was fighting at close quarters,” said the pirate. “Some scurvy dog with a cutlass hacked me hand off and I’ve had this hook ever since.”

“Amazing!” said the sailor, “And what about the eye patch?”

“Arrgh,” said the pirate. “’Twas a seagull pooped in me eye.”

“A seagull?”

“Well, I should explain,” said the pirate.  “’Twas me first day with me new hook.”  (story file, 17.11.6)

Life is short, and while we live, our life is full of difficulties.  The Psalm makes a rather pointed connection between the short difficult life, and sin.  We live under God’s wrath, it says.  In making that connection, the Psalm reflects Genesis 3, after Adam and Eve sinned, and God says to them, among other things, that life outside the Garden of Eden will be difficult, and then you will “return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  (vs. 19)   It would be an easy  out  for us, I suppose, to simply blame Adam and Eve for our struggle.  It’s their fault we have to deal with trouble and with death.  But the Psalm draws no such boundary.  It recognizes that we, too, sin.  We did not just inherit the trouble, we have also made our own bad decisions and done our own sinning.  “You have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your countenance.”  So the Psalm challenges us to face our own sin, even the sin we try to pretend isn’t there.  But we do not do this in a vacuum.  We do it in the context that God is our home.  God is not an alien being who is waiting to pounce on us for every bad thing we have done.  God is the parent who will bring us a glass of water with the spanking.  God is our home, and God wants our life to be good, productive, effective, even happy.  

And so do we.  

So the Psalm moves us to to prayer.  Teach us to count our days so we may gain a wise heart.  Satisfy us with your love.  Make us glad.  Let your work be manifest.  Let your favor be upon us.  And prosper for us the work of our hands.  O prosper the work of our hands.  

Life is so short, and we struggle so much.  We want to know, at the end of the day, that our presence on this earth has meant something.  That we have made a difference, made our mark.  That we have been productive.  It’s so easy to let our shortcomings, and the struggles of life eclipse the possibilities and the potential.  Time slips through our fingers, and what has been accomplished?  How much can we do in the days or months or years we have left?  What can we do that will matter?  

The Psalm takes us to the right place for the answers to these questions.  It takes us to God, our home.  Our creator and our destiny.  The Psalm encourages us to pray through the questions and dilemmas of our own heart and life.  

Isaac Newton once said,  “I can take my telescope and look millions of miles into space but I can lay my telescope aside, get down on my knees in earnest prayer and I see more of heaven and get closer to God than I can when assisted by all the telescopes and material agencies on earth.”  (story file, 14.10.5)

If you want to make something out of this brief difficult life, turn to God and let God give you work that will be productive and fulfilling.  Let God work through you so that what you do will be effective and meaningful.  
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