My Times Are in Your Hand

Psalm 31
            I trust in you, O Lord, I say “You are my God.” My times are in your hand.

                                                                                                            Ps 31:14 

            We are a time-conscious people. We tie watches to our wrists. We hang them on our walls. Cell phones now declare the time whenever you pick one up.  We get up by the clock, we eat by the clock, we go to work by the clock, and we quit work by the clock. Even golf and tennis matches, our recreation, are scheduled by the clock. If my dad were here, he would already be timing this sermon.

            Look at all the words we have to talk about time:  We buy it, spend it, save it, use it, waste it, mark it, pass it, fill it and kill it. We are a time conscious people, who spend a great deal of time trying to figure out what we are to do, when, where and how. All of this assumes that it is our time to spend, fill, waste.

            But the writer of Psalm 31 has a different take on all this. “I trust in you, O Lord, I say you are my God. My times are in your hand. Save me from my enemies.” 

            It often takes a crisis to make us wake up to how our time is passing. It seems that trouble makes us aware of how little control we have over our hours and our days.

            This psalmist, this person praying to God, is in deep trouble. Maybe an illness has struck him. “My body fails because of my misery. My bones waste away.” More likely, it is persecution. He talks about enemies, about people scheming all around him, about a plot to take his life. 

            The scholars suggest that it may be the prophet Jeremiah who wrote this prayer. His nickname appears in it. “Terror on every side” was what his enemies called him, because he was always threatening with the news that God was going to punish the nation for its idolatry and oppression of the poor. The psalmist alternates between plaintive cries for help and brief statements of trust.  Fear and faith mix all through the prayer.

            I first was made aware of this psalm when I was reading Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his Letters and Papers from Prison.  Bonhoeffer was a pastor and a seminary teacher in Germany when the Nazis came to power. He was an outspoken opponent, and ended up in prison. He says that he often turned to this psalm to help him pray; to help him express his grief and his hope. He used this psalm both to complain to God and to express his trust. His days were often an emotional roller coaster, as he lost all control over his own future. 

            He wrote this poem, which I have had taped in my journal for many years. I return to it again and again. It helps express the way we are simultaneously people who are afraid, and people who have faith. (Picture a scholarly seminary professor put in jail by thugs.)

                                                Who Am I?

Who am I? They often tell me

I stepped from my cell’s confinement 

Calmly, cheerfully, firmly, 

Like a squire from his country house. 

Who am I? They often tell me 

I used to speak to my jailers

Freely and friendly and clearly,

As if I were in charge…

Am I really all that which others tell of?

Or am I only what I myself know of myself?

Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage.

Struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat,

Yearning for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds,

Thirsting for words of kindness and neighborliness…

Weary and empty at praying, at thinking…

Who am I? This or the other?

Am I one person today and tomorrow another? 

Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others, 

And before myself a contemptible…weakling?

Or is there something within m…like a beaten army,

Fleeing in disorder from a victory already achieved?

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.

Whoever I am, Thou knowest O God, I am Thine!

            It is that last line I come back to again and again in my own prayers. When I have awakened in the night, afraid, anxious about something that tomorrow may bring. When life feels completely out of my control, when people I love are hurting and I do not know what to do. I toss and turn. I offer my advice to God on what God should do, I plead for some help, some peace. But in the end, I come to that one sentence “Thou knowest, O God, I am Thine.”   With the psalmist, with Jeremiah, with Bonhoeffer, with a whole lot of people in turmoil, I pray “I trust in you, O God. My times are in your hand.”

            The life of faith in God is a roller coaster. It has its ups and downs, its twists and turns, its glorious heights, its terrible descents, moments of laughter and moments of terror. This is not new.  Psalm 31 was probably written 2,700 years ago. It has been prayed in prison, in hospital wards, in fox holes, in board rooms, in bankruptcy court, in the unemployment line, when the divorce papers get signed. 

            We are simultaneously people of faith and of fear. And we are not alone in this.

I like that line in the poem “is there something within me…like a beaten army, fleeing in disorder from a victory already achieved?”

            Many years ago, I took a group of college students up to Durham, North Carolina, to hear bishop Desmond Tutu speak. This was at the height of the struggle to over throw the apartheid system in South Africa. People were being beaten, thrown into jail, disappeared. There was great suffering as the peoples of color sought to find their rightful and just place as citizens of that land. 

            The sanctuary of Duke Chapel was packed that night. My group was allowed to stand in one of the corners up near the front, behind the side pews. We were all singing “How Firm a Foundation” when Bishop Tutu walked down the center aisle and up into the pulpit. He was a small man, maybe 5 feet 6 or seven. Small and round. His smile was bigger than anything I have ever seen in a pulpit. I expected a man who would be like Jeremiah, complaining, in sorrow, wounded from all the struggle of his people.

            All of that was inside him, but he was also a man of monumental faith in Jesus Christ. He spoke softly, with much laughter and joy, about the faithfulness of God. He talked of his confidence that God was the one who held them all in his hands, and that God was the one who was going to see them through. 

            He told of a night when he was preaching in a church in a Soweto, and soldiers burst into the room, and lined the walls. Guns at the ready they declared that his was an illegal gathering. Tutu turned to them and said “Welcome brothers. Join us in worship of the Living God.. Put down your guns for you have already lost this struggle. God is on the side of the oppressed. God hears the cries of the poor and answers them. Put down your weapons and join us in worship.” 

            Here was a man who believed in the victory, long before he could see it. 

            Years later, after apartheid was finally ended, Bishop Tutu became the head of the Reconciliation Commission. He went around the country holding hearings to help people express their grief and rage, without seeking vengeance; without bringing more bloodshed to the country. His daughter, an Episcopal priest in this country, regularly comes to Richmond Hill to lead retreats on reconciliation and the life of prayerful faith.   

            We are a nation at war. We, and most of the western world, are in a time of financial struggle. Earthquakes continue to shake Haiti. The Gulf of Mexico has an oil slick. Many people we know are hurting and looking for a way forward. Forces that are beyond our control threaten ones we love.  And we find that we are both people of faith and of fear.

            I offer you this psalm 31 today for your reflection, for your own times of prayer in the darkness.  For the children’s song has got it right: He’s got the whole world in his hands. He’s got the little bitty babies, the mamas and the papas, you and me, in his hands.

            We are going to be all right. Our clocks, our watches, our calendars, our times are in God’s hand. And that hand has shown and will show God’s love to us.

            Thanks be to God.

            Dr. Charles A. Summers

            

            

