
Psalm 22, comes right before Psalm 23 in case the chronology did not click.  The Psalm that many people have memorized because of the beautiful picture it paints of God, who is there in any and every circumstance, even in death.  This occurs in contrast to Psalm 22, where we hear the Psalmist ask, “My God, My God, Why have you forsaken me?”  One follows the other, and we are left to wonder at what caused the composition of two such different sounding psalms.


Add into the puzzle the words of Matthew which are also highlighted in Mark, of Jesus claiming this Psalm as one of his prayers from the cross.  As he hangs on the cross, these words ring out and leave us shaken, wondering how could God abandon God's self?  As the psalm progresses we hear 4 more references that also happened to our Savior on the cross.  The hurling of insults, the piercing of the hands and feet, casting lots for his garments, the mocking are all clearly seen in Christ's Crucifixion.  


We find ourselves with a Psalm that does not seem to fit in our preferred form of Christianity.  The Christianity where everything is going fine, there are no major problems that we can not fix on our own, we are all good people, and we have God riding along as co-pilot putting His stamp of approval on our life.  I like that lifestyle and prefer that lifestyle, I just wish it happened more often and scripture actually promoted it.


We hear in this psalm instead a life we can all relate to whether we admit it or not.  We too have had times when we felt like God had left us.  Our prayers have called out day and night and have not been answered.  Whether that was what to do next in our lives, how to work past an issue, or just knowing what decision is the right one.  We cry out to a God we have a relationship with, this is “My God.”  Our God is not answering.


The psalmist then tries to make sense of the silence.  Why is there no direction?  This God of his and ours, is the Holy One, the praise of Israel, the one that had delivered the psalmists ancestors time and time again.  This reality is in conflict with the situation and also the source of hope in the situation.  We know the great and mighty things God has done.  However, in order to maintain our preferred form of Christianity, we tend not to look at how God has done them.  We focus on the end results, not the process.  Doing this, the “everything is fine” Christianity can be sustained, and we can pretend those who are not in the church on Sunday as those needing salvation.


The psalmist tries to look toward his fellow man for help overcoming the silence, but finds the problem with humanity.  You are great and fine when you are going with the flow and the culture.  However, if you step out of line, the reality of your life changes.  Scorned, despised, mocked, insults disapproval suddenly come from those who thought you were just fine a minute ago, or at least were nice enough to not tell you what they really thought about you and your faith.


We end up returning again to what continues to keep the psalmist afloat, it is not what he has done, but what God has done.  First it was God's work with his people in the past, then the psalmist remembers his own life.  God's presence as his father from the very moment he was born as the father was there to receive him at birth into his hands and put him in a place of safety in his mother's arms.


Remembering this safety, he gives a further description of the trials he faces.  He uses animal metaphors to describe the people or evil powers that are threatening to take him down.  The bulls paint the image for me of a bull fighter.  Bulls sit there, stare you down, and let you know that at any moment, they could come and tear you apart.  The whole drama of a bull fight comes from the snorting and pawing at the ground of the bull.  Then there is the terror of roaring lions who are destroying others and let you know you are on the list.  That you are not above or beyond their reach.  When we find ourselves in such places, our bodies feel the same way as the psalmist.  Our heart is like wax, bones ache, we are weak, and can not even swallow.  We are barely able to function.  It is at this point that a third animal is used to describe the need for God's presence, a pack of dogs.  


Dogs, while I love them, tend to go for the weakest one always.  When life is handing us major bull or lion esque  blows like the loss of a job, death of a loved one, overdue mortgage, major car repair, or discovery of cancer.  There are the dogs attacks just tearing at our hands and feet, not enough to kill, but enough to make us miserable.  The late payment notice, the cold or flu, the harsh words, the dead car battery, the changed plans.  They are small things that matter so much.  People staring and gloating or evening gambling for ones clothes will not cause death, but they do indicate death is near.


So again, the psalmist calls out to the God who he originally claimed did not hear him despite his constant calling.  He puts all concerns, from the dogs, to the lions, to the bulls in God's hands.  He calls God to act like he has acted before in the history of the world and the history of his life.  


On first read, we may miss the transition at verse 22.  If we do, what follows sounds like someone trying to suck up or bribe God with a “If you do this, then I will do this” type response.  However, we are assuming that everything was written at the same time.


Looking back at our lives, we can find many instances where we were lamenting like the psalmist in the first 21 verses.  Yet at some point, things changed.  The God that we had trusted our whole life, had a relationship with our whole life, suddenly became even more real to us.  In whatever way, God acted in a new way in your life and the circumstances changed.  So we find the psalmist now spreading the great news of who this God is.


The bad news for those of us still hanging onto our perfect utopia is, God does not despise or disdain suffering.  His form of salvation, his saving act, is walking with us in the trials, not pulling us out of them.  We can expect to be surrounded by bulls, lions, and dogs.  But we can also expect the Lord to be there with us.  We can expect the Lord to hear our cries, to act in a way that brings about our salvation.


When we have experienced God's word to be so true, we are then to respond as the psalmist does.  He does not hold it in, but he spreads the word to those around him.  His brothers and sisters of the triune God.  Now, there is a chance this could be twisted into bragging.  However, as we look back at what kept the psalmist hoping despite no answer, was the stories of God interacting with his forefathers.  It was remembering how God had been present in his life in the past.  If we never hear the stories of how God has acted in others lives, we start to think we are the first person who has faced such persecution and our woes might even be greater than what God can handle.  If we never share the stories of how God has acted in our own life, we won't remember those either when we need to.  But, when both are fresh in our ears and on our tongues, our hope stays fresh and ready to persevere what ever trials we face.  Even if God's response is not readily heard upon our first petition or hundredth.  We all probably have one or two petitions at least that have been on our hearts for some time.


So let us continue to know the stories, hear the stories, and share the stories of how God has been at work in our lives and the lives of those who have gone before us.  So that like the psalmist, we too can live knowing that God will bring about all that his covenants promised to us promise and more.  


“The poor will eat and be satisfied; they who seek the Lord will praise him, Our hearts will live forever!  All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord. Future generations will be told about the Lord.  They will proclaim his righteousness to a people yet unborn— for he has done it.  


In doing so, the God we wished for and pretend we have will fade away and the actual Triune God will come forward in our worship.  The community will be strengthened in our story telling.  It will be safe to be broken people in need of a savior.  We will know that injustice will not last forever.  That when we appear to be overwhelmed, surrounded by bulls, lions, and dogs, we will also know that we are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses who have endured similar trials and have found that God was surely there all along.  Just as our Savior found that God was there as he walked through the valley of death.


So we can lament in our worship, that all is not right.  We can share with God our feelings, that we feel like we are not being heard.  But we must not stay isolated in that moment and feeling forever.  We should remember the course of history and of our lives and know that there is a reason why God has remained faithful.  For his kingdom has, is, and will come.

