“The Two Languages of God”

Psalm 19

A little more than 2 years ago, Cantey and I, thorough the blessing of our parents and what they bequeathed to us, were able to purchase a cabin near Fort Mountain. For some time we had dreamed of a “getaway” place and since this in only an hour away, it affords us – who work most weekends- the opportunity to do just that – to get away on short notice.

The cabin is comfortable and in a quiet beautiful setting. If you do the Facebook thing, my profile picture on my page is a picture of me on the porch of the cabin. It is a place of renewal for our family.

One of my favorite times at the cabin is at night. The night skies are amazing there! After Christmas we went up and spent a few days and, as we usually do before going to bed in the evening, we take a little dogs out for one final bathroom break. On this particular night when I went out, the moon was about ¾’s full. It shown brightly upon the gravel road leading to our abode and so the landscape took on a milky hue. The wind whispered through the pines in front and behind and the chill of the winter blew across the back of my neck. Despite the brightness of the moon the stars were still out in full glory. As I walked our little pups, Kate and Max, I paused and simply listened – taking in the sound around me.

 And that’s when the hymn came to mind:

“This is my Father’s world

And to my listening ears

All nature sings and round me rings

The music of the spheres.”

There is indeed a “music of the spheres.” If you are a person of faith, you will hear it. And when you hear it, you may be able discern in the background an even grander Voice singing.

 Today we have turned to the songbook of the Bible – the Psalms- and we have read a portion of scripture that noted Christian apologist C.S. Lewis once called, “the greatest poem in all the Psalms and one of the greatest lyrics in the world,” (C.S. Lewis, Reflections on the Psalms, p.63)

 Indeed it is. It speaks (it sings!) volumes. And one of the things it sings is how God has two languages that God uses to make himself known to us. I think we all know inherently that God’s voice is multi-valent. It comes to us in so many different ways. In the Psalm 19 before us today, we are reminded of two primary and powerful dialects that God uses to speak to us, his children. God speaks two languages and the first is: 

The Language of Creation

1The heavens are telling the glory of God;
   and the firmament* proclaims his handiwork. 
2Day to day pours forth speech,
   and night to night declares knowledge. (vv.1-2)

Creation is a language God is using to speak to us if we will but listen. As I looked at the moon and the stars on that night up at the cabin, somehow I just knew in my very being that it is so – the heavens ARE telling the glory of God.

 Our forefather in the Reformed faith – John Calvin refers to the heavens above as “preachers” of the glory of God. (John Calvin, Commentary on the Psalms Vol. 1, p.309). From day to day and from night to night, God preaches through the majesty and glory of what God has made. It is not a “sermon” that we hear like you hear my voice today. Like the psalmist says in v. 3:

There is no speech, nor are there words;
   their voice is not heard;

But as he continues to say in v. 4

Yet their voice* goes out through all the earth,
   and their words to the end of the world.
  God’s first language is a kind of “sign language.” There are no words, so to speak, but those who take notice and listen can discern the message. “The heavens are telling the glory of God.”

 I’ve struck up a new friendship lately with David Dundee – the astronomer at Tellus Museum and it’s given me a new appreciation for this first language of God. It is almost impossible to imagine the vastness of “the heavens” spoken of by the psalmist here.

Our sun, which of course is not a really very big or very bright star, is 93 million miles from the earth. Do you know the distance to the next closest star? Suppose you have a scale where one inch equals a million miles, do you know how many inches it would be to the nearest star beyond our sun? Would it be 1000, 2000, 3000 inches? No, it would be the number of inches in the distance from Cartersville to Orlando! (30,412,000 inches!)  

 We know that light travels at 186,000 miles per second. The light from our closest star takes 4.5 years to travel to the earth! Just think about that. And in our galaxy alone there are billions of stars! Indeed, the heavens are telling the glory of God!

 One moonlit night, a young girl and her grandmother went for a walk. The sky was magnificent like that night I experienced at the cabin. As the grandmother named the individual stars and constellations, the granddaughter said, “Grandma, if the bottom side of heaven is this beautiful, just think how wonderful the other side must be.” (From a sermon by David Leininger, found at www.esermons.com) Amen! The heavens are telling the glory of God!

 Whenever we take the time to observe something grander or more beautiful than that which is made by mere mortals, there is a Divine proclamation being made it us. Can you hear it? It is a message that surpasses the boundaries of language and says something every single one of us needs to hear – “I am small. God is big. I am weak. God is strong. God’s sun and moon are always on time. I, however, am often late. I am creature, but God – God is Creator!” (see Homiletics, March-October 2009, p.22).

 The first of God’s two languages is creation. However, the psalmist declares that this awesome God who made the universe – the earth and sea, the sky and stars speaks another language. It is:

The Language of Scripture

 At first glance it appears that the psalm abruptly changes at verse 7. In vv.1-6 the writer is calling our attention to the amazing creation through which the inaudible voice of God is preaching. But then all of a sudden, it seems the writer moves from the majestic to the mundane. Listen again:

7The law of the Lord is perfect,
 reviving the soul;
the decrees of the Lord are sure,
 making wise the simple; 
8the precepts of the Lord are right,
 rejoicing the heart;
the commandment of the Lord is clear,
 enlightening the eyes; 
9the fear of the Lord is pure,
 enduring for ever;
the ordinances of the Lord are true
 and righteous altogether.
   On first glance, one is tempted to think the psalm writer has changed the subject. He was talking about the heavens and the firmament – the moon and the stars and how they declare the glory of God – how God communicates through the cosmos. But now all of a sudden he is talking about words on a page. What a come down! Why the abrupt chance of subjects?

 I want to suggest to you that our psalmist here, while shifting perspective in his hymn, has not really changed the subject at all. No…the psalmist is still telling us how God speaks to us. But now the songwriter is telling us of a different language God uses to speak

Yes, God speaks in the language of creation. God speaks at the macro-level of the cosmos. Such language is ubiquitous for all to hear. But God also speaks at the micro-level of the conscience. And that language is unique and particular. It is the language of scripture. To be more accurate, this Hebrew psalmist calls it the language of torah.

 It is a shame that so often in the English we simply translate that word “law.” But torah is so much more than what we, with our legalistic and litigious mindset, assume. Torah means “instruction; guidance.” Torah, to the Hebrew people, was the “way-making and sense-making word of guidance” for life (see Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol.1, David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds. p.274)

 The Hebrew people believed that the God who made the cosmos and who communicated to us his majesty and glory in a general way through all that God made, cares enough about little creatures like you and me to give us the best instructions about how to live in this creation he has made. And so we were given torah – guidance for what will make us happiest and healthiest in this life.

 I love the way one Episcopalian sister, April Berends puts it:

“God’s law is the link between the cosmos and our inmost thoughts, reviving the soul and helping us to see God at work in the world.” (Ibid, p.275)

  You see, here’s the amazing thing – the wonder of God is that God is at once the Creator of splendors that dwarf us and also the tender God who loves each of us enough to call us by name and tell us what will make us most happy, safe and productive in our brief time on this small orb, in the far corner of this small galaxy, in an ever-expanding universe. (see “The Elegant Universe,” a sermon by Scott Hoezee, Lectionary Homiletics, February-March 2006, p.62)

 And so that is why we gather each week and read from this book, because it is one of the languages of God. God is speaking to us through the pages of this book – in torah, yes – but also in psalms and proverbs; in gospel and in epistle. God is speaking and we gather to listen. Can you hear it?

 Earlier this week, I went to see the movie The Book of Eli, starring Denzel Washington. It is rated “R” so I would not recommend you take your kids to see it, because it has some violence in it. But I do recommend it to you who are adults. I suggest you see it with this sermon in mind. I do not want to give the movie away, but I will say this: if you go and see it, you will come away with a profound appreciation for this second language of God we have just discussed – the language of scripture.

 From the psalmist today, we have learned that creation and torah join together in testimony to the Lord God. They are different languages yet they have the same intent. One interprets the other, but they both point to the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of the world and of our lives. I would encourage us to leave here this day with the commitment to be fluent in both languages

· Turn off your, cell phone, you I-Pod, your TV and your car radio and listen to the sounds of nature around you – God is whispering in the wind, humming in the rocks, and singing through the voices of birds!

· Open your Bibles and ponder the instruction and guidance God has given you in the language of scripture; study it; medicate upon it; pray it!

And then perhaps, becoming more fluent in the language of God, we may know ourselves as we are known by God, and become all that our Creator made us to be. Amen.
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