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We are on a journey together as we hear the story of God’s people.  Today, we have flashed forward in the story of the Israelites considerably.  We came from the story of creation to Abraham and Sarah, to whom were promised a great nation.  Joseph, Abraham’s great-grandson, rose through the ranks in Egypt from slave to second-in-command.  His family, who became the nation of Israel, suffered through slavery in Egypt until Moses led them out.  They received the 10 Commandments, wandered the wilderness, and finally arrived in God’s promised land.  Naomi struggled to find food, and eventually returned from Moab to Judah, where she rejoined God’s people in the land God promised them.

Eventually, the great nation of Israel – the nation promised to Abraham and Sarah by God, living in the land promised to them, out of slavery and making their place in the world – this nation wants a king.  God warns them that a king will only make them slaves again, but they insist, and God anoints Saul as their first king.  Saul doesn’t work out, so David is anointed king.  David leads well, but isn’t perfect either.  His son Solomon becomes king after him – the first one to not be explicitly chosen by God.  And yet, Solomon has some very admirable qualities.  He asks God for wisdom, which God grants him.  We therefore have stories about his great skill as a thinker and leader, and many attribute the books of Proverbs and Song of Solomon to him.  He also sets himself up for a lofty goal: to finally build a temple for the one true God.

This temple was to be a final piece of permanence for God’s people.  Finally, they would have not only freedom, a land of their own, and a king, but a dedicated site where God could be truly worshipped.  The Ark of the Covenant, holding the stone tablets on which God had written the commandments, would finally have a secure resting place.  There would be no question about where God could be found: God is in the temple.  And what a temple!  It would be beautiful, built with the riches of the land and the work of strong laborers.  Solomon spares no expense.


And yet, as Solomon prays in front of all the people gathered in the newly-built temple, in the prayer we hear at the end of our reading today, Solomon says something unexpected.  In spite of the struggle God’s people have gone through to get to the point where they even have a temple, in spite of the great expenditure and effort to build it, Solomon realizes, “But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built!”  No building, no matter how beautiful, will ever contain God.  

And your reaction might be, “Well, duh.”  Of course God doesn’t live in a building.  We start to get into trouble if we assume that God does.  There’s a story of a mother making her little boy a snack when he asks her, “Mom, is God really here with us?”  “Of course,” she says.  “Is he in this room with us right now?” he asks.  She hesitates, but says, “Yes.”  He looks at his empty juice glass and says, “Is he in my glass?”  The mom can’t back out now, so she says, “Well, I suppose.”  So the little boy quickly tips his glass upside-down on the table and cries out, “Gotcha!”


Church isn’t a place where we’ve captured God, pinned him down, trapped him under glass so that we can keep him at our beck and call whenever we need him.  We, like Solomon, realize that the place we come to worship God isn’t exclusively where God exists.  Sure, God is here – but God’s not limited to being here.  You’ve probably had a profound experience of God somewhere outside these walls.  Maybe it was in the beauty of a scenic vista, or in the care from a friend when you were sick, or in the opportunity to serve a community in a time of crisis.  You know that God exists outside this building, and we are not meant to act as if this is the only place God can be seen, heard, felt, and known.

And yet.  And yet, something happens here.  There is something about this place.  Solomon expresses it as he prays in the newly-built temple, when he asks that God’s “eyes may be open night and day towards this house, the place of which you said, ‘My name shall be there’, that you may heed the prayer that your servant prays towards this place”.  The same is true of this place.  God’s name is here.  This earthly sanctuary is somehow connected to the heavenly sanctuary.  God is constantly watching and listening for the prayers from this place, even for the prayers oriented towards this place coming from the people who worship here.  Something is special, different, bigger, more reverent about this place.


This is why we come here to worship.  This is why we don’t settle for the experiences of God we have out in the world – as important as those experiences are.  It’s not a replacement for the experience of God we have here.  God’s eyes are upon God’s people in this place, and when we gather here, something very special, something very holy happens.  God heeds our words, and God forgives.

It is here that we truly experience the fullness of God’s presence, and God’s ability to forgive.  Whether in words of confession, in the gifts of the sacraments of baptism and communion, in the work of God’s word on our hearts as we hear it read and preached, we receive God’s forgiveness.  No matter where we might encounter God out in the world, we can know one thing for sure: we will meet God here, and just as we come with our arms open in prayer and praise, so God meets us with open arms, filled with forgiveness and strength.

We’ve been joining together in worship each Sunday to talk about a different Building Block of Faith.  We talked about service when we talked about the midwives in Egypt, fighting to serve God and neighbor in spite of the rule of the land.  We talked about learning, and the need for us as Christians to know God’s will in our lives as seen in places like God’s commandments.  Last week, Ruth’s story showed us the importance of giving generously, knowing that there are those whose lives depend on our plans to share.  Next week, we’ll talk about the discipline of prayer, and how it truly puts us face-to-face with God.  And it is right that we talk about these things in worship.  It is here that God calls us, challenges us, teaches us, and prepares us for the rest of our week.  When we meet together here in worship, it happens.  God is here – God has promised to be here, here of all places – and when we come into this building to worship, we can trust that God hears us, sees us, and gives us what we need.

And so, I ask you: do you expect to meet God here?  When you come in the doors of this particular building on Sunday, do you come with a heart ready to encounter the God who made you, claims you, forgives you, and sends you back out for service?  How might you meet worship differently if you did?  And if on this day, this Sunday when you joined together in worship in God’s very presence, how might you respond to God’s action in your life Monday through Saturday?   Because God is present, in the world around us, and without fail, God meets us here, on this day, as we join in worship.  For God’s presence here in worship, for God’s continued gift of forgiveness, and for the opportunity to meet God fully in this place, thanks be to our God.  Amen.
