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I've been thinking a lot about raging rivers and floods lately as a metaphor for our experience of
the modern world. I'm going to develop the metaphor in this sermon. But | do want to
acknowledge at the outset that for many people, including those we’ve been hearing about this
week in Tibet and Nepal, and recently in Southern China, India, and Pakistan, flooding is no
metaphor at all. Let us start with a moment of silence in recognition of their plight.

[Silence]

| experienced a building current somewhere around 1996 or 97. That’s when | finally had to
admit that | could not get by checking email just twice a week to keep up with the volume. By
1999, the current had grown swifter. That’s when | finally realized that | needed to replace my
pager with a cell phone to keep up with calls while | was away from home or the office.

| remember, too, experiencing the rise of another stream. In the 1990s, Christian Nationalism
seemed like a minor, almost laughable annoyance that | believed could be constrained by better
education and more credible theology. Yet, by 2004, the movement was influencing the course
of presidential elections.

In the twenty years since, we've all experienced the technology stream turn into a raging river,
which Al is swiftly bringing into full flood. And Christian Nationalism has reached its own flood
stage, influencing politics and culture in ways that confound even those who have watched it
closely over the years. Of course, these aren’t the only forces that have reached flood stage or
are running dangerously close. Climate change. Warfare and militarization. Economic
uncertainty. Institutional distrust. Social fragmentation.

The convergence of all these powerful rivers creates a force that is both hard to overlook and
naive to ignore. Yet, when we pay careful attention, asking what we can do to make a positive
difference — or at least protect ourselves from harm —it’s hard to feel like we are agents of our
own destiny anymore. It feels like we’re being swept away by a raging river that none can
control — and it’s moving us swiftly to a destination we cannot see. Perhaps we’'ll arrive at
wherever we're going safely in the end. Or perhaps it all ends in disaster. Who can say for
sure?

Back in the late 1990s, | remember a professor using the metaphor of a raging river to describe
how those in the developing world experience globalization. Back then, we in the industrialized
world largely experienced globalization as lower prices and more buying options. Much of the
rest of the world felt as though they were being swept away.

Now, we all seem to be swept up by the current. Is it any wonder that so many people have
lost faith in a God who blesses the righteous and punishes only the unrighteous? Is it really so



surprising that so many feel like God is far off, if God exists at all? Or, if God is close, that God
has turned God’s back on us?

This isn’t the first time in human history that an existential crisis has provoked a crisis of faith
alongside a crisis of human agency. Psalm 77 is one of the Hebrew Scriptures’ most poignant
examples.

| cry aloud to God,
aloud to God, that God may hear me.
In the day of my trouble | seek the Lord.

The psalmist seeks, but does not find.

In the night my hand is stretched out without wearying;
my soul refuses to be comforted.

That last line always gets me. Have you ever gone so deep into questioning and doubt, pain and
despair, that your soul refuses any gesture of comfort? In 1976, Dolly Parton wrote Light of a
Clear Blue Morning — a song that brought comfort to many in the midst of personal crises. That
bold optimism about the future feels almost quaint now, doesn’t it? We may resolve whatever
crisis we face in our personal lives or our family, yet these larger forces moving through the
world make it feel like we’re moving from the frying pan into the fire. The psalmist’s words may
resonate more:
| think of God, and | moan;
| meditate, and my spirit faints.
You keep my eyelids from closing;
| am so troubled that | cannot speak.

When the number of simultaneous crises one faces becomes overwhelming, mere words seem
inadequate to convey what we'’re feeling. What can possibly help when we’re sitting alone in
the dark, unable to sleep, as our lives seem to spin out of control?

That professor who likened globalization to a raging river in the developing world noted that
those who experienced the darker forces of globalization were not all cowering in despair but
were developing strategies to survive in the river without drowning.

The professor pointed to the rise of coffee cooperatives, in which farmers sold together rather
than separately. Since they couldn’t change what coffee was worth globally, they could at least
cut out the middleman and keep more of its value. They also created village grain and seed
banks, storing some of their harvest together so desperation didn’t dictate when they had to
sell or borrow.

None of these strategies curbed the flow of globalization. Yet they created what the professor
described as eddies within the current. Temporary buffers that could provide safe harbor, at
least until the river rose even higher or changed course entirely.



My purpose this morning isn’t to address our polycrises, or our personal crises, by suggesting
we create cooperatives to buffer us. Rather, my focus is on what creates an “inner eddy” that
provides enough buffer — enough inner peace — to stand within the chaos without falling into
despair. To me, this is the critical task of our day.

What | see happening in Psalm 77 is a person who has been swept away by forces beyond any
direct control, but who discovers an inner eddy that allows them to stand within the swirling
chaos rather than give in to it. That discovery, however, doesn’t come without first asking
deeper questions. Perhaps these questions aren’t so far from questions you may sometimes
have.

| commune with my heart in the night;

| meditate and search my spirit:
“Will the Lord spurn forever
and never again be favorable?

Has God’s steadfast love ceased forever?

Are God’s promises at an end for all time?

Has God forgotten to be gracious?
Has God in anger shut up God’s compassion?”

Yet, the psalmist then makes a turn. Since the psalmist cannot see any “light of a clear blue
morning” on the horizon, the writer makes the decision to look back.

I will call to mind the deeds of the LORD;
I will remember your wonders of old.
I will meditate on all your work
and muse on your mighty deeds.

When the psalmist does look back, it is with remembrance of a time when finding a way
forward seemed utterly hopeless. The writer specifically recalls the experience of Hebrew
slaves fleeing bondage in Egypt, with Pharaoh and his vast army in hot pursuit, who find their
route forward blocked by a great sea. As Exodus |4 records, the Hebrews complain bitterly to
Moses, accusing him of leading them out of Egypt only to die in the wilderness.

Yet Moses responds with what must surely have sounded like the worst advice ever given:

“Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for you today, for
the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again. The LORD will fight for you, and you have
only to keep still.

Keep still?! Does Moses want us to put our heads in the sand? It seems like the surest way to
have them cut off.

Yet, the psalmist remembers what happened next, despite all odds:

With your strong arm you redeemed your people,
the descendants of Jacob and Joseph ...



Your way was through the seq,
your path through the mighty waters,
yet your footprints were unseen.

You led your people like a flock
by the hand of Moses and Aaron.

Curiously, the psalm ends right here. There’s no mention of any resolution. | think this is
because the psalmist is speaking not to those who are on the other side of crisis, but those
within it.

The psalm simply remembers a time when the way forward seemed hopeless, yet God made a
way where there seemingly was no way. This memory acts for the psalmist like a quiet eddy
amidst a host of raging emotions. An eddy that helps the writer remain steady enough to
become still.

Will stillness allow enough inner space to envision possibilities that may exist within the present
chaos? We can’t know. Yet the fact that scripture records this move suggests that when chaos
overwhelms us, it might be more important to remember the help that has come in the past
than to speculate about what the future may bring.

This practice speaks to me now more than ever.

In the past, when the forces of chaos have threatened to sweep me away, | have been like that
P P Y

psalmist. | wonder if God has forgotten me, or is spurning or punishing me. And, like the

psalmist, | wonder if this is just the way it’s going to be from now on.

Yet, after enough time passes, | look back and discover the “hidden footsteps” | had not seen at
the time. When | thought God had been entirely absent or uncaring, hindsight shows that help
consistently came, moving me forward in ways | could never have predicted or even seen
happening at the time.

This has happened so many times that | feel a bit like Charlie Brown when Lucy entices him to
kick the football she’s holding, then sweeps it away at the last minute. Only for me, Lucy is
saying, “This time, the evidence really does prove that God is absent. This time, you really do
have reason to despair.” Again and again, I've charged toward that conclusion with complete
conviction, only to land flat on my rear end when hindsight revealed that what looked like
God'’s absence was not what it appeared to be.

This realization of the pattern — that | regularly lose sight of God’s presence when life’s troubles
hit hard, and just as regularly find myself mistaken — created an eddy within me a few years ago
that persists to this day.

| do not know how the forces of this world will impact my life. Nor do | know how forces
much closer to home may upend my life or the lives of those | love. | cannot claim that
everything eventually works out.



Yet, | do know this: I've landed on my rear end enough times to be a lot less eager to kick
Lucy’s football.

Help came from unpredictable directions, yet came nonetheless. Sometimes help came in the
form of opportunities people offered me that | never knew were there. Other times, it came
from a crumb of information someone passed on that opened up a realm of possibilities that |
hadn’t seen in my situation. And sometimes it came, quite frankly, in the form of someone who
simply listened to what | was going through, which reminded me that | was not alone. Help
came in a wide variety of ways, but I'd seen none of them coming. This is what brings me peace
when | feel the walls of despair closing in.

I’'m not claiming this peaceful little eddy inside my heart will last forever. Yet, like that psalmist, |
find that this little eddy is enough for now.

In fact, it is more than enough.
With the psalmist, | join in proclaiming:
Your way, O God, is holy ... You are the God who works wonders.

And with Dolly, | join in affirming that just because we can’t see the “light of a clear blue
morning” ahead, we shouldn’t mistake what we cannot see for what cannot be.



