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            Sunday, 08/21/11
“A Quieted Soul”

Psalm 131:1-3
Let me start out this sermon today with a confession: I am a recovering father-aholic! I very much miss having little children around to be a father to. I know, you probably know some people who would be willing to send me theirs, but that’s not what I’m looking for here! But I do. I miss rough-housing with little kids. I miss telling them stories at night. I miss having little kids around to go on trips with. So, there I said it.

But, for those of you who think I must be totally crazy, I will also say that there is one thing I do not miss – having a crying baby waking me from a sound sleep! I remember that when it was my turn to tend to the needs of one of our crying babies, I always moved as quickly as possible because when your child is crying, it seems like the whole world is one big fingernail, scraping across a blackboard. But there is also a good feeling that comes with being able to comfort and bring peace to a child in that situation. I think about an episode of the old sitcom Mad About You, where they filmed the entire episode without interruption, and Paul and Jamie were trying to get their newborn infant to stop crying at night. It made for a tough night, but when the quiet finally came, their relief and satisfaction was just that much more intense.
When I read Psalm 131 I am reminded of such times with a crying infant. This Psalm compares the peace a child has after being satisfied at her mother’s breast, with the peace we receive when we truly open ourselves to the presence of God in our life. Though short, this is one of the most beautiful of all Psalms. 
Each of us, at one time or another, feels the need of a quieting of our soul. Maybe we are disrupted by the hectic pace of life today. In his book First Things First, Stephen Covey quotes an executive telling of his experience: “My life is hectic! I’m running all day – meetings, phone calls, paperwork, appointments. I push myself to the limit, fall into bed exhausted, and get up early the next morning to do it all again. My output is tremendous; I get a lot done. But I get this feeling inside sometimes, ‘So what? What are you doing that really counts?’ I have to admit, I don’t know.” 
“I have calmed and quieted my soul.” How does the person wrapped up in a hectic life claim that quieted soul? Or for some people the disquieting comes from guilt…or from strained relationships…or from worry about the future. For those of us going through such stresses, it is not the cry of a child waking us in the night; it is the cry of our soul. 
Whether the turmoil within is occasional or a constant state of life, the Scriptural promise is that God can help us find a quieted soul. 

The first important step in finding a quieted soul, is not relying on your own strength alone to find this peace. The very nature of peace is that it cannot be found through struggle. It has been said of happiness that “Happiness is like a butterfly. The more you chase it, the more it will elude you. But if your turn your attention to other things, it comes and softly sits on your shoulder.” Peace is like that. Peace is, and can only be, a gracious gift of God which comes through God’s presence. Psalm 46:10 says, in the most popular translations, “Be still and know that I am God.” But some translations say, “Stop striving and know that I am God.” Both translations hold an important truth. To get in touch with God and find peace for our soul, we need to have some quiet times – and we need to stop our constant striving and receive God’s gift of peace.
Last May we had our annual spiritual life retreat. I believe most of you who went found the experience to be spiritually renewing. Unfortunately, however, one retreat a year does not inoculate us against stress and spiritual disharmony. A year or so ago there was a really popular book by Elizabeth Gilbert called Eat, Pray, Love: One Woman’s Search for Everything. Such an unassuming title! She was a successful writer, but found her life to be both hectic and deeply unsatisfying, and she sought to change that through cultural and spiritual exploration. She found that leading a stressful, hectic life is not unique to our culture. She quotes a wise yogi as saying, “Oh, Krishna, the mind is restless, turbulent, strong and unyielding. I consider it as difficult to subdue as the wind.”  I really enjoyed her description of her own search for peace and contentment. She wrote, “I have searched frantically for contentment for so many years in so many ways, and all these acquisitions and accomplishments – they run you down in the end. Life, if you keep chasing it so hard, will drive you to death. Time—when pursued like a bandit—will behave like one; always remaining one county or one room ahead of you…”
Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid.” A quieted soul is a gift from God. But we do need to slow down enough to take time to receive it.

To find a quieted soul requires trust. And the thing about trusting God is that we cannot wait until we find all the answers to all of life’s questions before we trust. The world and this life is too complex for us to understand it all, and the person who must know all the “whys” of life before he or she can find peace is asking for a life of frustration and stress. The psalmist understood this. That is why he writes, “I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvelous for me.” This passage does not mean that we shouldn’t wrestle with the big questions of life. But what it does mean is that we will never understand it all, and if we have to understand it all before we trust, we will never trust; and if we never trust, we will never find peace. 

I think of the biblical story of Job, who lost all his wealth, his family, and finally his health, and he asked God, “Why?” He was a good man and he had done nothing to deserve such ill-fortune. The struggle over the “why” of his fate tore Job apart. But no “why” ever came. You can read the whole book, and you won’t find it. Instead, after much time, God revealed to Job that there were many things in this world which Job, being a mere creature, would never be able to understand, and that he had to entrust himself to God. To this Job confessed, “I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.” Without an answer to his questions, but with a renewed trust in the One who had the answers, Job found peace. 

Earlier in the service the Pacific Sound Chorus sang, It is Well with My Soul, the author of which, Horatio Spafford, was a Job of his time. He wrote the song after a series of tragedies in his life. He had a son die, went through the Great Chicago Fire, where he lost his fortune, and then had four daughters die in a ship wreck on the Atlantic. He wrote the song while his own ship was passing through the waters where those daughters died. But you will notice that this is not a song of mourning, but rather a song of personal peace – “Whatever my lot, you have taught me to say, It is well, it is well with my soul.” 
Arthur Ashe was a “Job” of even more recent times. He had it all, but lost his health and eventually his life because of a combination of heart problems and AIDS contracted from a blood transfusion. In his book Days of Grace, he wrote of how he would not let the “whys” take away his peace. He wrote, “Quite often people who mean well will inquire of me whether I ever ask myself, in the face of my disease, ‘Why me?’ I never do. If I ask ‘Why me?’ as I am assaulted by heart disease and AIDS, I must ask ‘Why me?’ about my blessings and my right to enjoy them.” 
“I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvelous for me. But I have calmed and quieted my soul.”

Even when confronting death, Arthur Ashe was thinking of his blessings, and that points to another key to a quieted soul – an attitude of gratitude. You thank God for what is good instead of focusing all of the time on what’s not right – what you are worried will go this way or that way. 
We make a choice about where to put our focus in life. At any given moment we can choose to focus on the problems. This week we can certainly choose to focus on the economic stress in our country, the uncertain stock market, the depressed housing market, the people losing their jobs. These are all important things, of course.  But in my life I find myself in the process of learning – and relearning – an important truth, which is that we must always focus on what we have to be thankful for. Like another of our songs – and the best-loved of all the Psalms – says, “Because the Lord is my shepherd, I have everything that I need.” 
I have found myself learning, and relearning in my life the truth that there’s always something you can choose to worry about. Nationally, if it’s not the economic situation, it’s the wars we’re involved in…or global warming…or Iran getting nuclear weaponry…or hurricanes hitting the gulf coast…or terrorism…or whether the “wrong party” or the “right party” is winning the battle for the heart of our nation’s electorate. 
It can be the same way with personal issues. I have to confess that sometimes I’ve found myself thinking, “Boy, if I can just get past this latest crisis or stress in my life, everything after that will be smooth sailing!”  Right. It never happens. Something else comes up that seems equally vital, equally threatening to my equanimity. Hans Selye is the researcher who invented the term “stress” and he has said that the only people who are without stress are the ones buried in the cemetery! 

So at some point we have to choose where we are going to focus – on the things that aren’t going the way we think they ought, or on the blessings God has given. How we focus our life in this respect will have a lot to say about whether or not we will ever experience what the psalmist experienced when he said, “But I have calmed and quieted my soul.”  
