
MIDWEEK WORSHIP FOR LENT
Wednesday, March 18, 2020

Our 2020 midweek Lenten worship services are exploring the theme
“Strength for the Journey: The Wisdom of the Psalms for Daily Life.”

The Wednesday homilies have been based on the appointed psalm from the previous Sunday.
However, given the uncertain times in which we are living, I am departing from the lectionary to use
Psalm 46 as our devotional focus today. The homily is based on excerpts from a sermon I preached
in 2018. An audio recording of this homily is available on our website – www.holytrinitylynchburg.org.

LENTEN VERSICLES

Behold, now is the acceptable time; now is the day of salvation.
Turn us again, O God of our salvation, that the light of your face may shine on us.

May your justice shine like the sun; and may the poor be lifted up.

PSALM 46

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change,

though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;
though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.

The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High.
God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning dawns.

The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts.
The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

 
Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on the earth.

He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear;
he burns the shields with fire.

“Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.”
The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.



HOMILY

     Psalm 46 is one of those great Hebrew “songs of Zion,” those psalms that celebrated God’s presence
in the temple on Mount Zion, a presence that promised security and blessing to God’s people. Some of
the children of Israel got the idea at times that they were guaranteed success and prosperity because,
according to their traditional thought, Mount Zion in Jerusalem was the earthly dwelling place of God.
They fell into an insular, nationalistic trap of thinking that nothing bad could happen to them because they
were God’s chosen people and nation. 
     The prophets, of course, denounced such thinking, especially Jeremiah in his temple sermon in which
he reminded the people that nothing could take the place of faithful and ethical living. To turn the promise
of God’s chosenness into a slogan or good luck charm was to court destruction – as the people of Israel
learned the hard way when they were marched away into exile in Babylon. Yet, even in their Babylonian
captivity, God’s people came to know and learn the refuge, the strength, the presence of God. They
came to know God as their ultimate security, even in the midst of their troubles.
     We, too – like the children of Israel – tend to seek security in all the wrong places. God’s strength is
not to be found in fortifications or in building walls – after all, the walls of Jericho, Jerusalem, Babylon,
and Berlin have all come tumbling down. It’s not found in mighty empires, which all crumble, leaving
behind the rubble of their fleeting glory. It’s not found in the created order, for, as the psalmist sings, the
earth moves, the mountains tremble, the waters rage and foam. It’s not found in wealth, or family, or
religious heritage, or weaponry, or armaments, or military might. Our trust – the psalmist’s trust – is not
based in a naïve notion that nothing bad can happen, which is why the psalmist invites us to put our trust
in GOD, whose love alone stands firm when all else shakes, shatters, and is falling apart.
     “The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our stronghold.” The words “with us” are the
English translation of the Hebrew word “immanu” – a word that would later be used in a title for Jesus
of Nazareth –  “Immanuel” – literally, “God with us.” For us as followers of Jesus the Christ, the God
whom we trust in the midst of disasters, pandemics, threats, destruction, and death, the God whom we
trust to finally bring an end to violence and wars, the God whose “with-ness” was revealed in the birth
of a first-century peasant baby called “Immanuel” – “God with us” – this is the God who IS our refuge and
strength.
     To his first-century followers, the power of the Jesus experience revealed the in-breaking of the reign
of God. They saw in him the fulfillment of the scriptures; they saw the Christ, the savior, who proclaimed
the love of God in words and deeds of grace and truth that created the gift of faith, that set them free
from the fears that cause us to band together into tribes; free from the fears that engender prejudices
in us, free from the fears that cause us to hoard our treasures or that engender greed in us. They saw
that one dies every time one has the courage to give one’s self away: to feed the hungry, to help the
poor, the persecuted, the voiceless, the downtrodden. They experienced resurrection to a new way of
living, and God’s Spirit working through their witness calls US to new life as well.
     “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.”
     These words of Psalm 46 mattered a lot to Martin Luther, for it was during one of his bouts of deep
depression that these words inspired him to pen the text of his hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” For
Luther, followers of the risen Christ shouldn’t think that they will be spared what he called “the flood of
mortal ills prevailing.” We can, though, experience a deep security in the words of Psalm 46, that
however much the earth shakes, a more powerful God is WITH us and FOR us, wherever we may find
ourselves. We know that darkness will not always turn to dawn when and how we want it to; yet, we are
sustained and held by the assurance that God in Christ Jesus says to us, “I am with you to the end of
the age,” because, as the apostle Paul wrote, nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God
in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Amen



HYMN



Prayers

Lord, remember us in your kingdom, and teach us to pray:

Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be your name, 

your kingdom come, 
your will be done, 

on earth as in heaven. 
Give us today our daily bread. 

Forgive us our sins 
as we forgive those who sin against us. 

Save us from the time of trial 
and deliver us from evil. 

For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours, 
now and forever. Amen

Lord God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending,
by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.

Give us faith to go out with good courage, not knowing where we go,
but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us;

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

The Lord bless us, defend us from all evil, and bring us to everlasting life.
Amen


