Psalm 42

As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold

the face of God?

My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me

continually, “Where is your God?”

These things I remember, as I pour out my soul; how I went with the

throng, and led them in procession to the house of God, with glad shouts

and songs of thanksgiving, a multitude keeping festival.

Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.

My soul is cast down within me; therefore I remember you from the land of

Jordan and of Hermon, from Mount Mizar.

Deep calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts; all your waves and

your billows have gone over me.

By day the Lord commands his steadfast love, and at night his song is

with me, a prayer to the God of my life.

 I say to God, my rock, “Why have you forgotten me? Why must I walk about

mournfully because the enemy oppresses me?”

As with a deadly wound in my body, my adversaries taunt me, while they

say to me continually, “Where is your God?”

Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.

          The psalm I have chosen to preach on this morning is not my

usual choice of psalms. My favorite psalms are Psalm 23, Psalm 139, Psalm

100; psalms of comfort or praise. Psalm 42, on the other hand, is a psalm

of lament; a psalm of weeping, wailing, mourning, or grieving. Why would

I choose to preach on a psalm like that? Well, honestly, because at some

point in life, a feeling of being distant from God will probably touch us

all.

           Spiritual matters aren’t always easy, are they? But I think

it’s adults who get confused. Children take things in stride. A friend of

mine told me about the kids in his Sunday School class. As part of their

Sunday School lesson about salvation by grace, my friend asked the

children, “If I sold my house and my car, held a big garage sale, and

gave all my money to the church, would it get me into heaven? “No!” the

children all answered. Then he said, “If I cleaned the church every day,

mowed the yard, and kept everything neat and tidy, would it get me into

heaven?” Again the answer was, “No!”

           “Well,” he continued, “Then how can I get into heaven?”  A

five year old boy shouted out, “Yuh gotta be dead!”

          Things aren’t quite so simple for adults, are they? Our psalm

this morning, Psalm 42, and the next psalm, Psalm 43, are probably one

psalm. They are believed to be written by the Sons of Korah, who were

temple musicians and assistants. King David appointed men from the clan

of Korah to serve as choir leaders and they continued to be temple

musicians for hundreds of years. They composed poems and songs to teach

the people of Israel how to relate to God. This psalm was written to give

voice to those experiencing feelings of spiritual dryness or depression,

and distance from God.

          I think all of us feel that way from time to time, don’t we?

Have you ever wondered where God was when you needed God most? Have you

ever felt that God must have forgotten you? Have you ever wondered why

God wasn’t answering your prayers? Have you ever wanted to be close to

God but God still seemed far away? Even the most faithful, God-centered

people feel that way sometimes. That Psalm 42 is right there for us to

see backs that up.  Are you experiencing any of those things in your life

right now?

          Like most psalms of lament, the writer of Psalm 42 is weeping

over God’s absence in a prayer to the God he is missing. There is no

doubt the psalmist feels distant from God. But no matter how desperate

the Bible’s psalms of lament get, and here and there the language of

lament can be frightfully dark, you never find a psalmist who concludes

there is no God. Why God seems so far away, why God is not doing

something to rescue the psalmist from his woes, why even the most sincere

and faithfilled prayers fail to be answered, these are the mysteries

behind the psalms of lament. Psalms of lament are the cries of those

yearning to understand their present painful experience in the light of

what they know of God’s love.

          Psalm 42 starts with the psalmist panting to find God the way

an animal pants for water in the heat of the summer. Like a deer in the

midst of a drought, the psalmist cannot find the water he needs to save

his life. Tears, salty tears, are the only liquid he can find, and

saltwater only increases one’s thirst. What a perfect picture of a person

aching to be close to God! Have you ever been so thirsty that a glass of

cold water was the most wonderful thing you could imagine? For most of

us, water is plentiful. But the people of the dry land of Palestine never

took water for granted. Those who recited and sang Psalm 42 knew what it

felt like to thirst.

          As painful as thirsting for God is, if you’re thirsty for God,

it’s a good sign. “Huh?” you might say. It’s a good sign. If you desire

the presence of God it means you are probably a child of God, or at least

one who’s on the way. It’s kind of like the little kid away at camp. When

she gets homesick she doesn’t miss her Aunt Gertrude or her Uncle Mike.

She misses her mom and dad and her home. If you’re missing God, it’s

probably because you are God’s child and your home is with God.

          So missing God is a good sign, but, oh, how it hurts! And far

too often, in the midst of personal pain and adversity, skeptical friends

or family members confirm the doubts we are already having by saying, “So

where is your God now?” That is the painful experience of the psalmist.

Others are quick to taunt him by telling him his faith is foolish or

futile.

          But just as things seem darkest, and remember, it’s darkest

just before dawn, the psalmist remembers God’s goodness to him in the

past. He remembers God’s faithfulness and love. These memories, welling

up inside, give him hope. He begins to believe that he will one day, once

again, sing and praise his God. He knows that there is nowhere else to

go, for (as Peter said to Jesus) only God has the words of life. His hope

is in God alone. His problems aren’t gone. His suffering hasn’t ended.

But he believes God, whose billows pass over him, will never leave him

alone. “By day,” he says, “the Lord commands his steadfast love, and at

night his song is with me, a prayer to the God of my life.” He may not

sing today, maybe not tomorrow either. Perhaps not even next week or next

month. But someday, some way, he will once again sing and praise God.

          Okay, enough about the psalmist! How about us? Let’s get

practical. What makes you feel far from God and what can you do about it?

          Probably the most common cause of feeling far from God is that,

maybe without even knowing it, you moved away from God. You probably

didn’t mean to, it’s just that in the midst of your busyness, your

desires and dreams, or maybe as you ran from your injuries, your past and

your pain, you traveled far away. Then one day you wake up and feel like

you’ve wasted your life. You might feel empty and alone. But whatever

you’re feeling, you know you’re far from home.

          What is it that tempts one away from God in the first place?

For some, it’s the road to position and wealth. The rewards of the world

entice them away, even though they risk losing their sense of self.  Some

seek adventure; some seek thrills. Some leave by deliberately closing off

their connection to God. Perhaps they were hurt in the church. Perhaps

legalistic rules and beliefs kept them from knowing a God of love. There

are many reasons people leave God.

          But what now? Once you realize you have wandered away, how do

you return? I think the answer is in the story of the prodigal son. You

know the story. You’ve heard it so many times you probably don’t want to

hear it again. But listen once more! The younger son went off, squandered

his father’s money and, after traveling far away, he finally came to

himself. He knew there was more to life than this. He decides to return

home. He feels broken and ashamed. But his Dad, here a picture of God, is

waiting and watching and longing for his return. God doesn’t change! God

is longing for you to come home too. If you do, God will run to meet you

with arms opened wide.

          “But wait,” you might say, “I don’t feel like that younger

brother who’s run off to play. I’m more like the older brother, hard at

work.” Yet trouble comes, your prayers aren’t answered, life is a daily

grind, church is just church, and God seems far away. You didn’t leave

home. But the joy is gone, and time spent with God is just ritual.

          Why is this happening? Why is God far away? Is God far away?

The first thing you need to do is ask yourself if you’ve left God without

leaving.  Are you hanging on to something that doesn’t please God? Maybe

you are hiding from God because you feel ashamed. That’s easy enough to

fix. Repent, turn from the sin, and ask God to forgive you. God will! Is

there unforgiveness in your life? If you need to forgive someone, do it!

Ask God to help you. God will. Are you hanging on to your past? Let go.

Leave it behind. Let God heal you. Go for counseling. Do what you need to

do. Do you take time with God each day? Do you read the Bible? Do you

take time to pray? If not, start there. Draw near to God. God’s waiting

for you.

          Now don’t get me wrong, you may not have left God at all. You

may just be suffering and it feels like God’s gone. But remember, despite

how you feel, you are never alone. God says, “Trust me. Even now, whether

you feel my presence or not, I am here!”  Romans 8:35-39 assures us that

nothing; nothing we do, nothing that happens to us, nothing at all, can

separate us from the love of God in Christ. Jesus assures us in Matthew

28:20, “Remember, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

Jesus is with us! We are not alone.

          But how can we experience God’s presence when God feels far

away? Follow the example of the psalmist. Pour out your soul. Pray! Pray

honest prayers and hope in God. Remind yourself, just like the psalmist,

time and time again, that God is love. Cling to your memories of God’s

goodness. Is there a special time of closeness with God you might bring

to mind? Has God changed your life, healed your body, or protected you

from harm? Remind yourself of those events and assure yourself that God

has not left you. Praise God. God inhabits our praises. Rejoice in the

beauty of nature. Thank God for your family, for food, for a place to lay

your head. Remember and reach out to those worse off than you. Don’t

assume that the painful things that happen mean that God doesn’t care.

Remember Jesus, “Man of sorrows, acquainted with grief.”  He understands

our pain. He sympathizes with our weakness. He’s with us always. In the

end, it will be alright. Nothing can harm you permanently, no loss is

lasting, no disappointment forever. Keep seeking Jesus and the dry times

will end. He will satisfy your thirst.  Remember that what you feel today

will not last forever. Hope in God.

          Many years ago a Midwestern lawyer suffered from such deep

depression that his friends thought it best to keep all knives and razors

out of his reach. He questioned his life’s calling and the wisdom of even

trying to follow it through. During this time he wrote, “I am now the

most miserable man living. Whether I shall ever be better, I cannot tell.

I awfully forebode I shall not.” But somehow, from somewhere, Abraham

Lincoln received the encouragement he needed, and the achievements of his

life have blessed us all.

          Yes, there are times when God seems distant, especially in the

midst of pain. But the words of God from Isaiah 43 are for us all. “Do

not fear, (God says) for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name,

you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and

through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through

the fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.

For I am the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.”  Are you thirsty? Deep is

calling to deep. God’s Spirit calls to your spirit, “Hope in God.”

