“On Knowing Where Your Help Is”

Psalm 124

 The “Fab Four” from Liverpool said it well. You know whom I’m talking about and I know that you know the words, so sing it with me now:

Help, I need somebody,
Help, not just anybody,
Help, you know I need someone, help.

Help me if you can, I'm feeling down
And I do appreciate you being round.
Help me, get my feet back on the ground,
Won't you please, please help me?

I was just a kid, but I still remember the Beatle’s singing that on The Ed Sullivan Show. And you know, Paul and John; George and Ringo were right. We need all need help, don’t we?

 Did you know there’s actually a website now called www.help.com. Go check it out sometime. It’s very interesting. You can join for free and you can ask any question you want regarding some area where you need help. And through the power of the Internet www.help.com connects you with someone that can assist you.

 Some of the things people need help with on the site are the routine kinds of things you might expect. One person wrote:

 “I mistakenly deleted messages from my in box. Is there any possibility for me to have them back?”

 But some of the things people are asking for help with are heartbreaking. One person wrote this:

“I’m a 51 year old man and was beaten up by my 20 year old son. I need help.”

Sooner or later in life we will all be in need of help. The question is, do we know where to turn? Is help.com the only solution? 

Well, I have a much more ancient source of help to propose to us today, one that is – I believe- a great deal more reliable than any website. It's help from somebody - not just anybody - but Someone we need (with a capital S). 

 The psalmist proclaims it loudly and clearly in the crescendo verse of this poem we call Psalm 124. 

“Our help is in the name of the Lord who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 124:8)

 Let’s take a closer look now at this blessed hymn of Israel for it indeed will enable all of us to know where our true help is in life.

 In reading this psalm in your Bible, you may have noticed the superscription that calls this“ A Song of Ascent.” In fact all of the Psalms 120-134 are given that title. It is believed pilgrims sang these psalms as they made their way to Jerusalem each year to worship in the Temple. 

Jerusalem was topographically the highest point in all Palestine, so in making the pilgrimage to the Holy City, worshippers were literally on an upward path the whole way. This pilgrimage was therefore both a literal and a metaphorical reminder to them of the upward journey of faith. As the people of Israel “ascended” toward Jerusalem, drawing ever nearer to the Temple, they sang, giving praise to God. And throughout all of these psalms is the constant reminder that God is the one who is beckoning them and leading them on this upward way.

 I think it’s quite appropriate that the lectionary has given us this “Song of Ascent” today on this day when we officially welcome and install our new Associate Pastor, Julie Jensen. For today, we are all participating in a new pilgrimage together. We all, each one us, are joining hearts and hands with Julie today, to begin a new journey upward toward the high calling that God has placed on our lives together. We do not know for sure where that journey will lead us, but we do know this – its destination is the Kingdom of God, we are on an upward path, and we are not without help. We have this promise from the psalmist that we, as well, may affirm this day:

 “Our help is in the name of the Lord who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 124:8)

 And we will affirm it, because, in truth, we must affirm it. Because one thing is for sure, we will not make the pilgrimage from birth to God without help. There are times when we might think we will, but let us not be lulled into believing that lie. We will all, each one of us, need help to make it through. Because, along the pilgrimage of life, along this upward way that God beckons us, we will face adversity. We will face difficulty. Of that we can be sure.

 Eugene Peterson says that:

 “The psalms are great poetry and have lasted not because they appeal to our fantasies and our wishes but because they are confirmed in the intensities of honest and hazardous living.” (from A Long Obedience in the Same Direction)

Israel confirmed the truth of the psalms in the intensities of life. Look at today’s psalm and you will be reminded that the ascent from this place to that good place that God calls us to in life will be fraught with challenge.

 The psalmist opens by saying:

 1If it had not been the Lord who was on our side—let Israel now say— 2if it had not been the Lord who was on our side, when our enemies attacked us,3then they would have swallowed us up alive, when their anger was kindled against us; 4then the flood would have swept us away, the torrent would have gone over us; 5then over us would have gone the raging waters. (Psalm 124:1-5)

 Have you ever felt like the people in this psalm must have felt? Have you ever felt attacked? Overwhelmed? Washed away? Unfortunately, there are some in our own community that have literally felt that with the flooding this week. But maybe you’ve felt it in other ways.

Maybe in this economy, you’ve lost your job or had your pay cut and you feel awash in the current of this recession. Maybe you’ve taken ill lately and you feel as though your body is under attack. For whatever reason, you just like Israel of old, may be wondering is there any help for me out there? Yes, the truth of the Psalms is confirmed in the intensities of life, are they not?

 But, my friends don’t overlook the good news in the first verse of this psalm. Yes, there may be enemies out there. Yes, there may be raging torrents all around, threatening to wash us away, but here’s the good news – The Lord is on our side!

There are only 8 short verses in this Psalm. Yet in these 8 brief lines there is something that the psalmist feels bears repeating. Something that is so important he evens calls for all of us to shout it with him. He begins:

If it had not been the Lord who was on our side…

And then he pauses as he calls for an “amen” from the people. He says…

…Let Israel now say…

And then he repeats the good news…

If it had not been the Lord who was on our side…

…then indeed we would have been overcome. But these pilgrims who make their way to Jerusalem can shout for joy because they have a God who is a helper to them in life because they have a God who is on their side.

 Yes, we will indeed face some challenges in this life that threaten to overwhelm us. I know some of you have been through some horrendous challenges – you’ve felt the raging torrents of grief and loss roar over you. Yet, you have made it through. And I believe you have made it through because you have come to know where your help lies – it lies in a God who is on our side - a God who can make a way out of no way. It lies in a God who is not just some willy-nilly limited deity. But a God who is “the maker of heaven and earth” 

  The God who is on our side is the Creator of all that was, all that is and all that will ever be. This God knows you and me right well. Every cell in our bodies and every neuron in our brains were fashioned by this God. This God’s name is Yahweh. He is Lord! And he has promised that he will never leave us nor forsake us no matter how rough the going gets. (Amen?) And as the Apostle Paul so aptly puts it about this God:

 “If God is for us who can be against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for us all, will he not with him also give us everything else?”(Romans 8:31-32)

 And the anticipated answer to Paul’s questions is “yes, he will indeed give us everything else.” In Jesus, the Lord our Helper, proved he would give us everything we need to make it through. Our help is in the strong name of the Lord, who made heaven and earth – the same Lord who became flesh in Jesus Christ, to free us from the snare of death and sin.

 Do you know where your help comes from? I hope so. 

I have one last thought on this text concerning knowing where our help is, but first I want to tell you a story.

Joe Gordon was one of the greatest second basemen in baseball history. In 1947 he was in his prime when he played for the Cleveland Indians. In that same year Larry Doby came to play for Cleveland, the first black rookie to join an American League team. Doby was tense and nervous when he stepped up for his first time at bat. He swung at three pitches and missed each of them - by at least a foot. He walked back to the dugout with his head down, walked past every other player on the bench and slouched in the corner alone with his head in his hands. 

Joe Gordon, a power hitter, was the next man up. The opposing pitcher that day was one that Gordon usually blasted out of the park. But this time, Joe Gordon went up to the plate and missed three pitches in a row - each of them by at least two feet. He returned to the dugout, walked past every other player on the bench, sat down in the corner next to Larry Doby and put his head in his hands. No one ever asked Joe Gordon if he struck out deliberately, but ever after that, as long as they played together, every time Larry Doby went out on the field, he first picked up Joe Gordon's glove and tossed it to him. And Larry Doby went on to become one of the strongest hitters in major league history.

 Now you might wonder, what that story has to do with knowing where our help is? 

Well, I’m struck by something in this Psalm. I’m struck by the inclusive nature of its language. I can’t help but notice and would simply point out to you that it says in this psalm that God is on our side. It does not say God is on my side or that God is on your side. It says God is on our side. There is no them or us in this affirmation. There is just we.
 I also could not help but notice that it says the Lord is our helper. Not my helper of your helper, but our helper! 

I wonder, could this be a subtle signal to us that we are all in this together? Could this inclusive language – this first person plural - be a reminder to us that the Lord our helper -the God who is on our side - more times than not provides the help we need from our teammates – our fellow pilgrims?

 I can identify with Larry Doby and I would charge you Julie to do likewise, for I can tell you after 13 years as the pastor of this church that there have been many-a-time when I have sat down on the bench and placed my head in my hands and there have been others here who have come to the end of the bench and sat there with me, head in hands. Our help ultimately comes from the Lord, but more times than not, my experience is that he uses his local representatives in the church to deliver that help. These people have been here for me and they will be here for you, Julie.

 And I would say the same to any of you who are here today. Trust in the Lord that God’s help will come to you. And that help comes from our God, our Lord, our Savior, more times than not through one another in these pews because we are all on this same upward journey together as fellow pilgrims.
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