Where in the World is God?

Where in the world is God?  Quite simply, God is everywhere!  This is good news!  Try to imagine right now the farthest reaches of the universe.  Try to imagine the tiniest particle in the most hidden cell in your body.  God is there.  Even though he doesn’t live there, his Spirit penetrates everywhere.  God exists beyond any place you can imagine, in all times, and before and after time.  In the first verses of Psalm 139 the psalmist seems to be a little overwhelmed by the fact that God is everywhere, all the time.  His language seems, just for a moment, to border on exasperation as he contemplates just how closely God hems him in, how tightly God’s hand holds him.  Quickly, though, his exasperation turns to awe, praise and submission as he considers God’s consistent and loving presence in every aspect of his life.  

Unlike most of the other psalms which were written for various public purposes, Psalm 139 is a very personal prayer.  The psalmist speaks directly to God.  It’s not about God and Israel, or God and history, or God in the Temple.  It’s about God and human beings, God and the psalmist.  And that means it’s about God and us, you and me.  His prayer is a meditation on his relationship to his Lord.  He reflects in amazement on God’s astounding knowledge and power, and on His omnipresence, His presence everywhere.  He exclaims that God is too unimaginable, too sublime for a human to comprehend.  In verses 1-6 the psalmist reflects that God knows every detail of his life.  He can’t even imagine a place or a time that would be outside of God’s penetrating presence.  No matter where he might flee to, he wouldn’t be able to escape God.  God knows when the psalmist sits and rises, when he goes out and when he comes in.  God knows what he thinks and even his words before he speaks them.  No wonder the psalmist is overwhelmed by God’s extraordinary and surprising knowledge of his life, thoughts, and activities.   We might be a little nervous ourselves at the idea that God can read our minds!  And, of course, because God knows everything, it means God is there, present at all times and in all places.  I can picture the author standing by his writing desk grasping his head in his hands and exclaiming, “Good grief!  Are you there, too!”  
In verses 7-12 the psalmist concludes that however far he might run, he wouldn’t be able to escape God.  Indeed, not only would God find him anywhere, but God would be there before him.  God is everywhere, in the heavens and the underworld, in the east and the west, and everywhere in between.  The fact that God could follow the author to the underworld is an important distinction for him.  This fact affirms that God is the supreme God over all the other gods worshipped by the pagan religions.  God’s omnipresence proves that He is the one true God.  In the mythologies of that time one god ruled the heavens, and one the underworld.  No gods could enter the underworld but the one who ruled it.  When the psalmist affirms that God can find him in the underworld, he affirms that the God of Israel is the one true God because He is greater than any local deity.  This is an important affirmation that sets the psalmist apart as a faithful follower of Jehovah God.  The psalmist can’t even hide in the darkness of the underworld because God can see him there.  In fact, light and dark are the same to God.  His spirit is everywhere.    
How can God know the psalmist so intimately?  God is involved everywhere because He created everything.  In verses 13-18 the psalmist now realizes that God was even present when he was created in his mother’s womb.  Now he begins to meditate in awe that God knew all about him and had plans for him when he was still an embryo.  God’s sight penetrates even the darkness of the womb, of night, of the grave, and all the darkness humans experience in between.  That is good news!  I now picture the psalmist on his knees, his hands raised in worship, his amazement transformed to profound gratitude and praise:  “Thank you, Lord, for being there, too.”  
This leads the psalmist, in verses 19-22, to address another aspect of God’s presence in human life.  He asks God to slay his enemies.  This comes as a surprise.  These verses seem like an abrupt and violent shift from this beautiful prayer of wonderment and praise.  Does this bother you?  Where in the world is God now?  Could He possibly approve of a heart that hates?  However, the language that describes the wicked in Psalm 139 is common in other psalms that also describe the wicked.  In the psalmist’s time the people who lived by faith in Jehovah God lived side by side with the immoral and evil enemies of God who blasphemed and abused Jehovah.  They were a constant threat to the way of life of God’s people.  Thus, God’s enemies are the psalmist’s enemies.  By announcing his hate for God’s enemies he distances himself from them.  It’s not a personal hate.  He thus declares his loyalty to God and takes comfort because he knows God is present and working even among the wicked.  He then asks God to search his heart.  He asks God to weed out what is offensive.  He is firmly in God’s camp, not the enemies’, and wants God to examine him and find him faithful.  He asks God to lead Him in the way everlasting.
God is everywhere.  Our faith tells us this is true, and we accept it.  Yet at times I have found myself wondering if something is wrong with me.  If God is everywhere, why can’t I feel His presence more directly and intensely?  Where’s MY burning bush?  Psalm 139 provides a clue.  Maybe I have to do something.  First, this psalm describes an act of meditation.  Meditation—it means paying attention and thinking and praying about what we see and experience.  The psalmist draws close to the ever-present God because, first of all, he looks for Him.  By consciously reflecting on where he sees God in his life, he begins to understand that this always present God is constant, consistent, sure and strong.  He is there when the author rises EVERY morning, EVERY time he sits down, WHENEVER he goes out or comes in.  Not just sometimes.    

Where does this paying attention, this looking for God, lead the psalmist?  To an intense awareness of God’s presence that plants him firmly in his faith.  Out of his gratitude and awe he worships God, praises God, and submits himself to God.  I imagine by the time he finished this process of meditating on God’s presence that prompted him to write the psalm, he felt pretty close to the ever-present God.  One theologian comments that “[t]rue faith is possible only . . . when [people] encounter God in every situation of [their lives] and [are] continually attentive to him.  For faith is an attitude to life which takes hold of [us completely] only if [we] recognize [that] every situation in life [is infused with] God’s reality.”  (Weiser 803)  In other words, every situation in our lives has purpose and meaning because God is in it.  But we only see God in every situation if we pay attention.  The strength of our faith depends on it.
How do we experience God’s presence in our lives?  Like the psalmist, we can meditate, we can spend every day looking for God’s presence everywhere.  Everywhere we go, whatever we do, whoever we talk to, whatever we eat or read, whenever we sleep, God is there waiting for us to notice.  I learned I have to notice, to consciously decide to experience God’s presence in me and around me.  I have to pay attention.  When I cross the street I have to pay attention to the traffic.  If I look the other way I might get hurt or die.  If I want to experience God’s presence I have to pay attention, look for him to be manifested everywhere or I miss him.  One summer my alley garden was visited for several weeks by one of the homeless men who pass through our town each year.  For several days he sat silently across the alley while I tended my plants.  At first I was nervous.  Who was he?  What did he want?  Was he mentally unstable?  Maybe even dangerous?  I tried not to have eye contact.  Eventually he spoke to me and finally came over to where I was working.  He offered comments about my plants, and I finally learned that in another lifetime he had been a master gardener.  Imagine my embarrassment as I remembered Christ’s words that whatever we do to the least of these we do to Him.  I could have done so much more had I been looking for the presence of my Lord.  A few days later a pitiful, struggling petunia plant appeared in the very middle of my garden.  I don’t know for sure who left it there, very likely my homeless friend who I never saw again, but I do know that someone intended for me to nurture and grow that plant.  Every time I did I remembered God’s grace.  The bonus is that I’ve never forgotten that experience.  Every time I remember it, it grows in beauty and meaning, and I feel God’s grace all over again.  God is everywhere, even in our memories.
What else?  The act of reading and meditating on Psalm 139 this morning is another clue.  “The psalms not only had their place in Temple worship, but they also accompanied the people as they returned from worship to their daily lives.  They reflected on the words of the psalms, and, in doing so, they discovered in them things which delighted and amazed them and things they had not . . . understood [before].” (Westermann 267) The act of reading God’s word brings us close to Him.  We call scripture the living Word.  It’s another way God speaks to us.  And the more we read His Word, the better we know Him and what He wants from us.  Would you consider going all day or all week without having meaningful conversation with your husband, wife, child, or parent?  What would happen if you did?  Your relationship would become superficial.  Soon you wouldn’t feel like you knew that person very well.  You might begin to feel like that person wasn’t very close to you, or very much a part of your life.  Without a daily conversation with our Lord as we meditate on his Word, we may not experience His presence very much at all.  Like the Israelites, let us go from here today meditating on God’s Word and paying attention to the details of our lives where God is present.  Like the psalmist, we, too, will see God everywhere when we pay attention and when we actively worship, praise, and submit ourselves to our Lord. 
Jesus paid the ultimate price on the cross so that we could be in the presence of God here, now, tomorrow, and for all eternity.  God IS everywhere.  This IS good news!  It is the BEST news ever!  Praise His glorious name!
