THE INESCAPABLE PRESENCE OF GOD

Psalm 139; I Samuel 3:1-10; John 1:43-51

“O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me.”  So begins our Psalm for this day.  It is a starting phrase about God.  If we say we believe in God, we say more than, “I believe that God exists,” we say more than, “I believe there is a God.”  To believe in God means that God is intensely interested in us, watching over us, caring for us, even judging us.  To believe in God means that we believe God has searched us and known us, each one of us.

Recently, columnist Christopher Hitchens died of cancer.  He was an avowed atheist, and as I’ve said before, I think he may have been the one person who actually hated everyone, including Mother Teresa, no less.  But, lest I speak too ill of the dead, Christopher Hitchens held his atheism with integrity.

As he approached his death he spoke of those who told him they hoped he would convert to Christianity in the face of death.  Others told him they were praying for him as he approached death.  In each case he curtailed his usually acerbic speech and expressed gratitude, for the prayers, and even for the heartfelt wishes for his change of heart, while affirming that he had no intention of changing his beliefs.

Atheism is a belief, after all.  It is a belief that the beliefs we hold are simply not true.  It is a belief that defines life in a certain way, the belief that there is no God, that God does not exist.  Held honestly, it is a belief that even can demand some level of admiration.  Think of it, how do you put life together believing there is no higher purpose, no greater meaning, no special divine dispensations of grace, or of judgment, or of love or kindness—not even a divine intervention to help one team win over another?  There is something courageous about it all.

-----------------------

Perhaps that is the courage to which the Psalmist is calling us today.  It calls us not simply to believe there is a God, not simply to believe in God, but to believe that God is intensely interested in our lives, yours and mine—“Lord, thou hast searched me and known me.”  If we are to believe in God, we must believe in this God, this ever searching, ever knowing God.

We see people on the street, but we don’t know them.  To know them demands more, it demands an involvement with them.  And you and I know of people who don’t want to take the time to get to know us or anyone else.  Sometimes they declare, “I can figure out a person the first time I meet him,” or “I can read people right away.” 

It’s a lie, by the way.  There are too many times that we have met someone and maybe had an initially bad impression, only to stop and take the time to know them and find they were people very much worth knowing.  We give up too easily, we write people off too quickly.  There is more to know about us, more to search out, more to understand.  Even God, our God, the living God, takes the time to search us and know us.  

We say we believe in God—I believe in God, the father, maker of heaven and earth—we declare in the creed.  But, to believe in God means more than simply agreeing to the fact that God exists.  To believe in God means believing that God is interested in, involved in, concerned with the life that you and I live.  This is not a God at a distance, a God who must be found.  This is a God who finds us, seeks us out, searches us out, in order to know us completely, thoroughly.

-------------------------

Of course, it can also be a disturbing message when you think about it, that God intends to know us completely.  We may not want to be known completely.  There are those who know us completely, maybe a longtime friend, maybe a loved one.  They love us and we love them.  But, sometimes, we are a bit uneasy around them, because they know us so well.

That’s why some people go to new places, to go to places where no one knows us, where a new start can be made.  And yet, it remains true that we could take a trip to Borneo and more than likely we would run into someone we knew, and who knew us.  I remember my first trip to St. Giles in Edinburgh, and looking up and seeing two folks I knew from Mississippi.  It wasn’t that I was doing anything inappropriate—I was in church for heaven’s sake--it was simply that I really couldn’t go anywhere without running into someone I knew, and who knew me.

Maybe, that’s something of what the Psalmist feels.  “Where can I go from your presence?” he prays.  Is it a message of comfort, or is it a message of frustration?  “If I ascend to heaven, thou art there, if I descend to hell, thou art there.  If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there, thy hand shall lead me, thy right hand shall hold me.  If I escape to darkness, utter darkness, even the darkness is not dark to thee, darkness is as light to thee.”  Where can I go to escape this searching, knowing presence of God?

“Lord, thou hast searched me and known me.” Words of comfort, to be sure, but words that can create discomfort as well.  Have you ever run into someone who knows your secrets?  Do you want to avoid that person?  Paul Tillich takes this remarkable Psalm and talks about our desire to escape, to escape from God, the God who knows us completely and thoroughly.

We try to escape him by ascending to heaven, says the Psalmist.  That’s an odd thought, that we would escape God in heaven.  But, in fact, we do.  We try to create our own heaven, to make the good life the only life, so that we don’t have to think about God.  Or we climb to the darkness, to what some call hell, living life as determined as we can apart from God, not answering to God, not feeling God’s kindly judgment upon us.

---------------------------

It is a dramatic choice, isn’t it, to live life with God or without God?  We can choose to ignore, deny, rebel against the presence of God all around us and within us.  Still, God is there, there in our midst, there with our neighbor, our spouse, our family, our child, watching when we cannot watch, caring when we no longer care, searching us, searching you, searching me, knowing you, knowing me.

“Think it out,” asks Phillips Brooks, “think how a [human] being would live, how he would feel, that was thus ever touched and pressed upon by a God he did not see, trying to persuade him to holiness, trying to convince him of sin…Restless, self-accusing, dreaming of goodness which you never reached; fitfully trying tasks which all your old experience told you were impossible; haunted by wishes which you dared to laugh at, but did not dare to chase away;

“with two sets of standards about right and wrong, one which you kept for the world, the other which you hid deep in your heart and were more than half ashamed of—what does all that correspond to but the life that [one] must live who is surrounded and pressed upon by an unseen God?  God haunted our lives are, until they give themselves to God.”

“God haunted our lives are”—what a great phrase—ours are God haunted lives.  There is that great poem by Thompson called “The Hound of Heaven,” that shows the living God seeking us out, chasing us down through the labyrinthian paths we take to escape God.  That’s reality.  Reality isn’t stocks and bonds; reality isn’t the day to day chores we perform and deadlines we meet--reality is the living God involved in every aspect of our lives, haunting us, hounding us, until we finally realize that God is there.  We are restless, says Augustine, until our hearts come to rest in God.

-----------------------------

So, we are invited this morning to give ourselves to God.  And with that, here is my sermon question for us this morning, my application:  If God is this interested in us, so interested in our well-being, our salvation, what, then, would God want to change in us in this new year?  I’m not talking about the usual New Year resolutions about not eating this or that, although I’m sure those resolutions are good as well.  Rather, I’m talking about beliefs, ways of life, things precious to us that maybe don’t work like they used to.  Maybe God is speaking to us there as well.  Maybe God is calling us to see things differently.

I remember being part of a group in which the leader asked us to write out on pieces of paper five absolutes we held strongly, and then he told us to turn those absolutes in one at a time to see which of them was the most absolute of them all.  I’ll confess I don’t always take such exercises seriously, so I saved as my very last absolute one on which I wrote, “There are no absolutes.”

I don’t really believe that, in fact, I don’t believe it at all.  But I do believe that often what we think is absolute really isn’t, that really what is absolute is the love of God--that’s the absolute constant--a God who loves us, knows us, searches us out and declares us accepted in God’s sight.  We can debate everything else, but we need not debate that:  God knows you and me, and God loves you and me.

----------------------

I’ve offered this message before, and I will offer it again for yet another new year, my absolute, that I will never let go.  It is this:  don’t try to live life without God.  Whatever decisions are yours to make, whatever challenges are yours to face, don’t try to do it without God.  

And more than that, don’t let anyone else you know or love try to live life without God.  They need God also.  It really is OK to talk about God with our needy friends and neighbors, to talk about prayer and faith and all of the things we talk about in this place.  All we’re doing is pointing out what is there to be seen.  All we’re really doing is helping the people we know and love see the God that is already around them and us.

This is the God who searches and knows us all.  This is the God who stands ready and near for you, and for me, and for us all, searching us, knowing us, loving us, and inviting us—inviting us to be God’s people, inviting us to know that loving presence of God.    
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Sources:  The sermon title and some of its content are found in Paul Tillich’s, The Shaking of the Foundations, “The Escape from God,” pp. 38ff.  Also, Phillips Brooks, The Consolations of God, sermon, “The Nearness of God,” 105.
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