OUT OF THE DEPTHS

Psalm 130:1 Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD;  2 O Lord, hear my voice. 
       Let your ears be attentive  to my cry for mercy. 

 3 If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, 
       O Lord, who could stand? 

 4 But with you there is forgiveness; 
       therefore you are feared. 

 5 I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, 
       and in his word I put my hope. 

 6 My soul waits for the Lord 
       more than watchmen wait for the morning, 
       more than watchmen wait for the morning. 

 7 O Israel, put your hope in the LORD, 
       for with the LORD is unfailing love 
       and with him is full redemption. 

 8 He himself will redeem Israel 
       from all their sins.


“Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord....Let your ears be attentive to my cry for mercy.” 


Out of what depths does the cry for mercy arise?  From the depths of what? The depths of some difficulty, like a dreaded diagnosis from the doctor? Or the loss of someone, or of a beloved relationship, to death, estrangement or rejection? That's often when we cry out to God. When someone accidentally drives their car into a ditch, they don't say, “O, Ralph, now what have I just done!”


Or is it from the depths within our souls and beings, those deep and dark places within, where we are strangers to ourselves, from which arise feelings of fear, of guilt, of mysterious desires, or despair? Is it from the depths within our many-layered selves where we meet persons and parts of ourselves that we keep so carefully hidden from others, and sometimes, even from ourselves? Its as though each human soul is a house with a basement in which things go bump in the night, and an occasional cry pops out in the form of some outburst or some odd behavior, otherwise so unlike our normal selves.  Basements full of memories, of regrets, of questions, hurts, fears and secrets.


“Why did such a normally nice guy say something like that all of a sudden? Where did that come from?”


 It came from “out of the depths.”


Go down to that basement of the soul to meet what's making all that noise and you'll find all sorts of things, including good ones, like love and our deepest attachments to God and to each other. But you'll also find fear: fear of guilt and shame; fear of abandonment and loss; even fear of weakness and death. The Spanish writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez had a dream one night, in which he was partying it up with some friends at a memorial dinner after a funeral service.  When the party was over and it was time for everyone to go home, while they were all putting on their coats and heading toward the door, one of Marquez' friends turned to him with a look of disapproval and surprise and said, “Don't you understand, you fool? You can't go out with us from here; this was your funeral.” That jerked him awake with a cold sweat as what started out as a wonderful dream turned into a nightmare. In that dream the trifecta of fears bumping around in the depths  of every soul came charging up the basement stairs: the fear of shame,  of separation, and of death. In that dream, they all blended into one. 


So, does the Psalmist's cry for mercy arise from the depths of some terrible situation, one so deep that there's no hope of pulling himself out without divine help? Or does it arise from the murky and turbulent depths of our own souls?


It might help to know where this Psalm came from and why its in our Bible. Its number 11 in the collection of 16 Psalms of Ascent, from Psalm 120 to 135. They're called “Psalms of Ascent” because they were sung or prayed for any or all of the three annual pilgrimages to the Temple in Jerusalem. To make that pilgrimage, you literally had to ascend Mt. Zion, on which the city of Jerusalem stands. So, they're Psalms—or songs-- of Ascent. Oddly enough then, you had to ascend the heights of Mt. Zion in order to pray, “Out of the Depths.” 


One of those three annual ascents was for the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashana. The day before that is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, which required prayers and services and litanies of self-examination, confession and repentance. The idea was to confess and repent of all sins and start the new year with a clean slate of forgiveness before God. This Psalm seems most to fit in with that pilgrimage and that practice. It must have been used for the Day of Atonement, on the eve of the New Year. Its still used that way in Jewish synagogues today. When you look at verse six and see how the phrase “more than watchmen wait for the morning,” is repeated, you get a hint for how Psalm 130 was recited the way we sometimes do psalms and prayers here: with one side echoing the other, or with a choir, or with the congregation repeating after the priest.


 If you were an observant Jew, you didn't make that pilgrimage of ascent just once in your lifetime: you did it hopefully every year. So, your life became a rhythm of ascending toward God and of descending into the depths of the soul, to bring up in confession everything that came between you and God, and everything that would drag you away from God. Then you could rise into newness of life for a new year.


Kind of like the movement of colors in our Lenten season banner. Up and down, back and forth, a definite movement up, but not quite a straight movement once and for all, from the depths of darkness to the heights of light, joy and triumph. 


Whose life is really like that, anyway?


But you would think that should be the case from some of our songs and hymns and messages.  I'll gladly sing “Blessed Assurance” with the rest of us, including the words, “Perfect submission, perfect delight, visions of rapture now burst on my sight.” But whenever I do, a little voice inside me says, “I'll get there some day, but those words were most true, let's say, last Tuesday mid-morning, and for a few minutes on Thursday, as best as I can remember this week. Wednesday, however? No visions of rapture to report, no perfect delight, maybe just a momentary moderate thrill.


To be honest, my Christian life is more like the wavy image of our Lenten banner, more like the journey of the pilgrims singing the Psalms of Ascent. Up we go; down we come. We have to ascend toward God to see who we really are, both in the heights of our God-given gifts, and in the depths of our sin, weakness, need and difficulties. And we have to go down to confront those deep and difficult things, if we are to rise toward the glowing light and the shining vision of divine splendor. Otherwise, without doing some diving and digging, faith and hope are but a house of cards. Stacking the cards higher and higher in pure optimism and denial of gravity does not make the house more stable and strong. The tallest sky scraper is not stable if its foundation is not deep. A lot of digging goes into every rising. 


We see that not only in our personal lives; we see it in churches and especially in small groups. Its when people get past their fears like, “Will they still like me if they really find out who I am?” or “If I let them know how confused and distressed I really am right now?” and start sharing what's really bumping around and howling down there in the depths of their souls that small groups really become groups. Otherwise, as long as people get together just to show how much they have it together, they're accomplishing less than what a business lunch could accomplish, or a meeting of the Kiwanis club. Those are valuable for other reasons. 


So, in answer to my question, What are the depths from which arises this cry for mercy? and are they depths of some difficulty, or the depths of our own deep and complicated selves,  are they the depths of circumstance, or the depths of confession, I'd bet my money on the latter: that this Psalm is about self-examination and confession: confession of our sins, and of our deepest fears, fears of guilt, separation and death that sometimes push us toward sin, fears which rise up into a cry for mercy whenever we do some honest digging around in the basements of our lives and souls. I say that because of where this Psalm is, among the pilgrimage songs, and because of how it was probably used, for reflection, repentance and confession on the Day of Atonement. 


I say that too, because the common testimony of so many saints is that all spiritual growth and rising follows a time and practice of digging and descending. No meaningful work of spiritual renewal has ever occurred without first going into the depths. The first step of the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous  and other recovery groups is "I admitted that I was powerless over....." alcohol, or whatever it is. That leads to step number four: "I made a searching and fearless moral inventory of myself."


People often talk about the Methodist revival movement as having begun on that night in 1738 when John Wesley attended a meeting in Aldersgate Street in London and heard someone read an English translation  of Luther's work on salvation by God's grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Upon hearing Luther's words, Wesley said, "My heart was strangely warmed." Then he went on in a few days to preach a powerful sermon on God's grace which launched the massive Methodist revivals: "The grace of God is free in all; and free to all." Those are the famous parts of the story.


But what's less known is that Wesley also said that he was open to hear Luther's words about God's grace that night because, earlier that same day, he had attended a worship service which featured Psalm 130. The words, "If you should keep a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand before you?" got him to do some digging around in the basement of his soul, some "searching and fearless moral inventory." That's a famous example of how descending precedes rising in the spiritual life, true to the intent of Psalm 130.


But the most common human story is this: that we don't often look deep into ourselves until and unless we're already in the pits. So this prayer can be ours both when we face the difficult depths of our complicated selves, and when we face the depths of some difficult experience. In such times of difficulty and distress we often do some digging around and ask ourselves, “Why did this happen?” And “What did I do to deserve this?” 


Now, unless we got sent to prison for robbing a bank, for example, that's not always a helpful question to ask. Especially not when the issue is something like cancer or depression or losing a loved one. But ask it we do, and sometimes something fruitful comes from the self-examination, even if the original question—Why did this happen?--has no answer.


 Such as the few times I organized support groups for recently widowed and bereaved people. I found it quite touching how someone, who had been the newly bereaved widow or widower in a previous group, would become something of a leader and minister the next time the group began, after another funeral. I would start the meeting with a prayer, followed by what I hoped was a fruitful question, and then the group would effectively run itself from there. I'd simply sit back, learn and marvel at the wisdom of these people who had dwelt and sojourned in the depths of loss and grief, and who could bring up from the basement of their lives and souls sheer solid gold treasures of love and wisdom to share with those who had just entered the pits.  In those pits they had faced their worst fears. And they had found treasures beyond price.


And I think I can speak for them when I say that they found someone else down there in depths with them. They were not alone “in the depths” for long before they found someone else who had walked that very same road, also ascending to Jerusalem, there to descend into the lowest pits of humiliation, rejection, abandonment and death, before ascending to the heights of resurrection glory. Someone whose road also went down before it went up. Someone whose path took him deepest into the depths of hell and to the highest throne of heaven, a throne that was his before he made the downward journey on our behalf: Jesus, the Alpha and Omega, the First and the Last, the one who was dead, and behold, who lives for ever and ever, who, because of that descent, now holds the keys to death and hell forever. He has walked that road for us, so that he may ever walk that road with us.


This whole season of Lent is about that very journey of Christ, about his own pilgrimage of ascent to Jerusalem, when we read that he “set his face toward Jerusalem” even while knowing that it would mean being abandoned, tried falsely in two kangaroo courts, and executed. How's that for hitting the unholy trinity of fears: separation, shame and death?


Our Lenten season scriptures and prayers and practices are all about going down into the depths to face these things, real and imagined, not because we like pain and punishment. I hope we don't. Not because we think being depressed is more God's will than is joy. God forbid. But because, in the life of Christ, ascending and descending, dying and rising, suffering and triumphing, have both a rhythm and a direction. The direction is always toward ascending, rising and triumph. But the road there leads down before it goes up. In our Lenten scriptures, prayers and practices, we learn and practice making our up-and down road more like Christ's road to glory.


Its the scariest work of our lives, going into “the depths” of our weaknesses, fears, losses and griefs. Like the old saying goes, "Be careful when fishing in muddy waters." To keep the fishing metaphor going, I've tussled with some pretty big and ugly carp that way. I didn't know who had caught who. 


In fact, don't go there, I would say. Just skip Lent. Keep the television, the radio and the electronic games going to provide non-stop entertainment and distraction, to cover over the noises coming from the basement. Unless you're willing to do like the Psalm says in verse five and six: to wait. To pray and watch and wait on God. To ask God to let him show us, in his good time, what's down there in the depths and what we have to learn. And unlearn.  


And don't go rummaging around down in the basements of our souls without this confidence expressed so eloquently in verse 4, that “with God there is forgiveness.” Because we'll find, as the psalm says in verse 3, If God kept a record of sins, none of us could stand before him. But you get the sense from verse four that forgiveness simply accompanies God the way warmth accompanies sunshine on a July afternoon. 


Another thing that just follows God's presence, that accompanies him like an eager, loyal puppy, according to verse 7 are “unfailing love,” and “full redemption.” In fact, the sense of this verse is that unfailing love and full redemption are so close and intimate to God and his nature, that God IS unfailing love and full redemption.  We have permission from this Psalm to imagine the invisible God as an overflowing fount of endless love and plenteous redemption. 


Again, don't face the depths, whatever they are, wherever they are, without that assurance of God's unfailing love and of his power to redeem whatever it is we have to face. 


Please keep all this in mind for later in this service, when we will recite and pray Psalm 130. When we pause between verses 3 and 4 for some silent reflection, that's the time to open the basement door, to start doing a little digging. But it will probably not be enough time. So consider taking some time this week, or in what remains of Lent, to read and pray Psalm 130 as your prayer, with time to pause for silent personal reflection after you get to the words, “who could stand?”


And if there are sins and weaknesses to name, remember, according to verse 3, that God is even less eager to keep a record of them, even less eager to number them, than we are, given the difficulty we typically have in forgiving others and ourselves. When you get to verse 6, “My soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning,” pause and wait again for a word of assurance, or a sense of peace from God.  Since the Psalm is printed in the bulletin this way, consider keeping this in your Bible or at your bedside to return to, this week, or some other time before Easter, or any time you feel the need. Any time things are bumping around and making noise in the basements of our souls, down “in the depths.”
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