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Pray
Pikachu, Claw Machines, lots of Unicorns, a bed that can transport you anywhere in the world, and the one I am most proud of a cranky elephant who becomes a detective. These are just a few of the main characters in the tales I have created in response to my daughter’s nightly plea, “tell me a story!” Every night we not only read books but are asked to generate original narratives and without fail her favorites are ones that she is in. 
There is power, joy, and comfort in finding oneself in story. We gather in worship to not just hear God’s story but to hear how the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer has been present and active in our own. One of the places I find it easiest to see the intersection of our story and God’s is in the book of Psalms. 
	Some quick facts about Psalms, they are poems, songs, and prayers. Many focused-on lament or praise. How many are there? 150. Over 70 are attributed to King David, a handful attributed to other biblical characters like Moses or Solomon but about a third are anonymous, no known authors. The Psalms were written at various times throughout ancient Israels history but they are assembled after Babylon has defeated Israel and forced an exile. During this time of strife and chaos the psalms are organized, number and placed in an intentional order. For even though they are poetry they do in fact tell a story of God’s faithfulness and God’s deliverance. A goal achieved with references throughout to the history of the Israelites. These reminders of God’s past savings were an important message for folks who had been defeated, are overwhelmed, and feel as though they have lost everything. The whole book communicates the hope of redemption for as you read at the beginning there are more psalms of lament and by the end there are more Psalms of praise. 
Who knows where we can find the Psalms? Yes, in the bibles but all 150 are actually the first 150 hymns in the hymnal so open up those red hymnals to Psalm 68.
We will read a few verses responsively and then il interrupt throughout with some reflections. A small taste of what bible study is like. Let’s turn and read Psalm 68 together to see if we too can find ourselves in a story of transformation…


Let’s read responsively: Vs 1-4 Type of Psalm and Selah
1 Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth;
2     sing the glory of his name;
    give to him glorious praise.
3 Say to God, “How awesome are your deeds!
    Because of your great power, your enemies cringe before you.
4 All the earth worships you;
    they sing praises to you,
    sing praises to your name.” Selah
What type of Psalm is this Praise or Lament? Praise! 
Who is invited to Praise? All the earth. The invitation is radically inclusive. No one is excluded right from the jump.
Here at the beginning, I want to talk about this word Selah. Over time the world has lost the meaning of this word. We don’t know. The best guess is that it means to pause, to make space to reflect on the text or that it’s a note to musicians to shift the key or sound up. But for me the fact we don’t really know is a reminder faith is less about answers and more about the quest and the searching. A journey all are welcomed into. So lets continue our journey with Psalm 68.
5 Come and see what God has done:
    he is awesome in his deeds among mortals.
6 He turned the sea into dry land;
    they passed through the river on foot.
There we rejoiced in him,
7     who rules by his might forever,
whose eyes keep watch on the nations—
    let the rebellious not exalt themselves.
Did you catch which biblical story is referenced? In Verse 6…any guesses? Let my people go? Parting of the red sea. As an offering of hope the Psalmist is lifting up what God has already done both as an offering of gratitude but also as evidence for who God is and thus what God will do again.

	8 Bless our God, O peoples;
    let the sound of his praise be heard,
9 who has kept us among the living
    and has not let our feet slip.
10 For you, O God, have tested us;
    you have tried us as silver is tried.
11 You brought us into the net;
    you laid burdens on our backs;
12 you let people ride over our heads;
    we went through fire and through water;
yet you have brought us out to a spacious place.
Our God, Kept us, tested us, tries us, brought us, our backs, our heads. Listen to these pronouns. First half of psalm is all the world and now in the middle its us and our. Inviting us as community into the collective story. Note that the writer even in a Psalm of praise is not ignoring the challenges that have occurred. This is not a pretending everything has always been perfect or easy but this is a remembering that the story did not end with hardship but with deliverance. We might reflect on challenging times for this church, or maybe even for our own community or nation and see in hindsight how God was guiding throughout. Resiliency and strength from remembering. But its jump back in and see if you notice another shift.
13 I will come into your house with burnt offerings;
    I will pay you my vows,
14 those that my lips uttered
    and my mouth promised when I was in trouble.
15 I will offer to you burnt offerings of fatted calves,
    with the smoke of the sacrifice of rams;
I will make an offering of bulls and goats. Selah	Vs. 16-17 
Theres Selah again so let’s pause. Did you notice what shifted? Church, pronouns matter and the writer has made a change. The story is now personal, it’s not just Eleanors Story, not just the writers story it has become yours and mine. In case we missed it the author makes the invitation that much more explicit.

Come and hear, all you who fear God,
    and I will tell what he has done for me.
17 I cried aloud to him,
    and he was extolled with my tongue.
18 If I had cherished iniquity in my heart,
    the Lord would not have listened.
19 But truly God has listened;
    he has heard the words of my prayer.
Let’s read this last verse collectively.
Blessed be God,
    who has not rejected my prayer
    or removed his steadfast love from me.
First half was collective deliverance. Second half now is personal rescue or liberation. The poem invites us to consider when we have faced crisis and made it through. Not that God desires or has sent trauma but God is with us in adversity. God did not abandon or leave us in our times of trail or dark nights of the soul. God has saved and God will save. Providing comfort with the promise no matter how bad things get God does not reject but hears and loves. 
In the words of one scholar, Psalms are, “Poems for exiles who are learning to live by God’s wisdom and seek God’s praise in the world.”  
I wonder if the disciples ever felt like exiles following a teacher who challenged the norms and practices of religion and society with radical love? Or if they felt abandoned after watching him die on the cross, or again even after the resurrection when Jesus appeared to them risen only to ascend into heaven. We heard Jesus’ offer echo the same promise heard in today’s Psalm, I won’t leave you as orphans. I won’t reject your prayers nor remove my steadfast love. Loving presence is a part of God’s identity and this means divine love is always present in our stories. 





No matter if you are filled with sadness and lament this Mother’s Day or maybe your heart is filled with joy and praise, I invite each of us to take on the invitation of the writer of Psalm 68 and declaring, testify, remembering that God did not, has not, and will never abandon you. For in times like these we need hope. The good news is when hope is hard to find, when we feel isolated and alone, we have a sacred gift. For in reading the Psalms we enter into sacred prayer and community with people of faith from across the ages. Together with God our stories are transformed from lament to praise, despair to hope. Let us make a joyful noise. For this is not a bed time story, fantasy, or fable. This is promise. Amen. 
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