Pre:

Last week, in Psalm 90 we were challenged to face the fact that human life is both short and difficult.  We were challenged also to ask God for help in the living of these days.  Psalm 91 is an answer to our prayer!  

On Eagle’s Wings

Psalm 91


A teacher injured his back and had to wear a plaster cast around the upper part of his body.  It fit rather well under his shirt, so it wasn’t noticeable.  On the first day of the school year, he found himself assigned to the toughest students in the school.  But that didn’t faze hiim.  When he got to the classroom, he walked confidently over to the window and opened it wide.  Then he busied himself with work at his desk.  When a strong breeze made his tie flap around, he took the stapler from the desk and stapled the tie to his chest.  He had no trouble with discipline that term!  (story file, 18.9.1)


He was invincible!  Not a bad quality for a teacher to have on the first day of school.  And that’s what I want to be.  Invincible.  I want to have a spiritual Teflon coating that will shed trouble like bacon grease.   How about you?


If that’s what you want, then Psalm 91 is the Psalm for you!  God will protect you, God will save you, God will cover you, like a mama bird covers her chicks.  You won’t be afraid, day or night.  Sickness and evil will be banished.  Nothing evil will even come close to you or your family.  God’s very angels will protect you so that you won’t even stub your toe on a rock!  


Let me translate the metaphors of the Psalm into language that we can all understand, and in the way that I think most of us would like to understand this message.  

Because the Lord is my refuge, my husband won’t get cancer.  My son won’t die in an auto accident.  My daughter won’t get in trouble because of drugs. We won’t lose our home.  My friend won’t suffer from depression and suicidal thoughts.  My cousin won’t suffer with Lymes disease.  Others may suffer and die, but my family and I will be safe and well, secure in our homes, safe in our beds.   


The problem with Psalm 91 is that it isn’t true.  At least our fantasy version of it isn’t true.  God will not make us invincible, so that nothing bad will ever happen to us.  I was studying for this sermon on Wednesday at Sloan-Kettering, while Ed was getting his second chemo treatment.  God did not prevent Ed from getting cancer.  Nor did God prevent you from experiencing difficult things this summer either.  


Yet the Psalm is adamant in its victorious statement of faith.  And we have to deal with that statement, as well as with the context of our own experience.  Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who know my name.  When they call to me, I will answer them. . .


So, what gives?  How are we supposed to understand this Psalm?   How are we to sing along with confidence with the writer in the context of our own lives?  


There are two things that I want to say, that I hope will help (me as well as you).   1.  We need to understand to whom the Psalm is addressed.  And,  2. We need to understand what it truly means to be safe.  


We need to understand to whom the Psalm is addressed.  Here’s how the Psalm begins: You who live in the shelter of the Most High, who abide in the shadow of the Almighty, will say to the LORD, “My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”  So, it is written to those who live in the shelter of the Most High, and to those who abide in the shadow of the Almighty.  “Shelter” also means “secret place” or “hiding place” or “under the protection of.”  To live/to abide means to make it your home.  That sounds familiar if you remember Psalm 90, which said, Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations.  God is our home.  But there is a different emphasis here.  And that emphasis is on us and our location.  God is your home, but are you living at home?  That’s the question that you need to ask yourself.  Have you moved in, lock stock and barrel?  Or do you really live somewhere else, and just visit God’s house once in a while? 


Some of you are adult children who still live at home all or part of the time, while you are working or in school.  You are gradually moving away from home and will one day be completely on your own.  And you who are parents are encouraging that movement outward.  And that’s natural for the little birds to leave the nest and build their own.

But the movement I am talking about is really the opposite.  It’s moving away from our separate life into God’s life.  God’s home. Just as kids need to eventually move all the way out, we who are God’s children need to move the whole way in. And we need to bring all our stuff with us—clothes, friends, toys, books, tools—the whole kit and kaboodle.  Where we are moving to—God’s house—is not a physical location.  It’s the state of being of those who have accepted God’s invitation to be a part of God’s family.  Who have placed themselves under God’s sovereign authority.  (God’s umbrella) Like they say in the restaurant business, when a new owner takes over, the place is “under new management.”  That’s what happens to our lives in God’s house.  We are under new management.  

So, what we need to talk about is integrity and depth of commitment.  Lots of times people really want to have God’s benefits, but they don’t want to move themselves and their possessions and their whole life into God’s house.  They want to maintain some distance, some independence from God.  But you really can’t have it both ways.  

It is those who live in God’s house who are under God’s protection.  Not just those who drop by from time to time.  

Under his wings, you will find refuge, the Psalm says.  There was an article in a National Geographic magazine a several years ago that provided a graphic picture of how God protects us under his wings.  After a forest fire in Yellowstone National Park, forest rangers began their trek up a mountain to assess the inferno’s damage.  One ranger found a bird literally petrified in ashes, perched statuesquely on the ground at the base of a tree.  Somewhat sickened by the eerie sight, he knocked over the bird with a stick.  When he gently struck it, three tiny chicks scurried from under their dead mother’s wings.  The loving mother, keenly aware of impending disaster, had carried her offspring to the base of the tree and had gathered them under her wings, instinctively knowing that the toxic smoke would rise.  She could have flown to safety but had refused to abandon her babies.  When the blaze had arrived and the heat had scorched her small body, the mother had remained steadfast.  Because she had been willing to die, those under the cover of her wings would live.  That is the extent of love that God has for us in Jesus Christ. Under his wings you will find refuge. 

So, is it time to pack your bags and move back home? 

Or maybe you are at home with God, but things still feel really unsettled and dangerous.  Bad things still happen.  Then perhaps the word you need today is a message about safety.  What does it really mean to be safe in God’s house?  I think in our fantasy world, it means that we and our loved ones will be immune to disease and disaster.  Nothing bad will happen.  God will save me from it.  And sometimes God does do the dramatic saves in the way that we fantasize.  There are people walking around alive and well today, who according to their medical diagnoses should be dead.  There have been times for many of us, when we have come inches from disaster, but escaped.  One of the most dramatic times that I remember myself happened in Tacoma, Washington, where Ed and I lived when we were first married.  I had just conducted a small wedding in an old conservatory in Tacoma.  It was a great setting for a wedding in the midst of a jungle of plants.  But it was a wildly stormy day, windy, heavy rain.  This aging conservatory was constructed out of glass panels.  When I had finished the wedding and the wedding party had moved into another section of the conservatory, we all heard a huge crash.  One of the glass panels had dropped from the ceiling onto the floor, right exactly where we had been standing.  Well, you have your own stories.  We have all experienced such things, where we have come “this close” to disaster but survived.  Sometimes God does pull the rabbit out of the hat.  

And other times, frankly, it seems like God is sleeping.  Like Jesus slept in the boat when his disciples were battling a storm.  And disaster hits with a vengeance.  I think for those times, those of us who are abiding in the shadow of the Almighty need to understand that there is often more to the story than just our surface experience of it. 

Some years ago the king of a small African country and his good friend were on a hunting expedition.  This king was known for his positive attitude and normally speaking, he always commented, “This is good.” 

Well, his friend had loaded and prepared the guns for the hunt, and apparently had done something very wrong.  When the king fired one of the guns, his thumb was blown off.  Examining the situation (and anticipating the king’s optimistic response), the friend said hopefully, “This is good.”  But the king broke with his own tradition and said, “NO, this is NOT good!” And sent his friend to the dungeon.

About a year later, the king was hunting in an area that he should have known to stay clear of.  Cannibals captured him and took him to their village.  They tied his hands, stacked some wood, set up a stake and bound him to it.  As they came near to set fire to the wood, they noticed that the king was missing a thumb.  Being superstitious, they never ate anyone who was less than whole.  So they untied the king and sent him on his way.

As he was returning home, the king remembered the event that had taken his thumb, and he regretted his treatment of his friend.  He went immediately to the prison.  “You were right!” he said to his friend.  “It was good that my thumb was blown off.”  And he proceeded to tell the friend all that had happened.  “I am very sorry for sending you to the dungeon for so long.  It was bad for me to do this.”

“No,” his friend said. “This is good!  Had I not been in the dungeon, I would have been with you.”  (story file, 15.11.7)

In Romans, Paul says that in everything God works for the good of those who love him.  Here in the Psalm, it says, When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble.  With long life I will satisfy them, and show them my salvation.  

In the midst of our struggle, we do not always know what the end of the story will be, and we may not know the reason for our struggle.  But those who dwell in the shelter of the LORD can say with confidence that God is my refuge.  God will protect you, God will deliver you, and when all is said and done, God will give you life that will never end.  
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