A Cry of Faith

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ…
All of us have those times and those places in our lives where we have a hard time believing God is within earshot and can even hear us.  We could call those times and places “the depths,” like the Psalmist did when he said:  “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD.”  “The depths” gives a picture of a deep pit, and we’re at the bottom of it.  God is somewhere up there, far away, while we’re down in the pit—“the depths.”  “The depths” is a place of separation: separation from God and from one another.  Many things can lead us there, and they do: our sinful desires to turn our backs on God and to insist on our own way of doing things which hurt ourselves and others—what the Psalmist calls “iniquities.”
We aren’t told exactly what the Psalmist did to dig a pit for himself and end up at the bottom of it, down in “the depths.” But the Psalmist does suggest that iniquity or sinfulness is a human problem that separates all people—including himself—from God, and causes them to sink down into “the depths.”: “[For] if you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand?” he asks.  
Although the Psalmist begins by crying out of “the depths,” the rest of the Psalm shows us that he doesn’t get lost down there.  He doesn’t stay put or get stuck at the bottom of the pit, way down in “the depths.”  And that’s what makes all the difference for the Psalmist and for us.
Our God doesn’t intend that we stay in “the depths,” at the bottom of the pits we’ve dug for ourselves.  Yet so often it’s hard to believe we belong anywhere else but there.
When I was working two summers ago as an intern chaplain at a nearby hospital, I met a young woman who had sunk down into “the depths.”  She had reached the point that she couldn’t even cry to the Lord from where she was.  This woman also happened to be a young mother.  She grew up in a small church congregation in which she had been active.  Her husband, her baby, and she had moved away from the rest of her family who lived in western Minnesota.  They had moved to the Twin Cities for her husband’s job.
After some major life transitions—her pregnancy, the move away from her family and friends, and the beginning of motherhood—she suffered an intense spiritual struggle.  She talked at length about how her relationship with God had changed.  While once God had been close by, God was now far away.  To her, God was always out of reach, and would never come anywhere near the pain, the loneliness, and the despair she experienced.  From her standpoint, God stayed away from the mess that her life had become.  And even though she appreciated her family’s concern and support, she didn’t want to drag them down and be a burden.  Despite her family’s increasing worries, the young woman had pulled away from them as well.  She was convinced that she had to be the one to pull herself out of the depths to which she’d sunk.  But the pit in which she found herself only got deeper and deeper and deeper.  And she feared she only belonged there, in “the depths”…
…Until she heard the words of the Psalmist.  The young woman was relieved by how openly and honestly the Psalmist spoke to God.  It gave her permission to be open and honest to God too.  After all, the Psalmist recognized he was in “the depths,” but firmly believed he wasn’t meant to stay there—not if God had anything to do with it.  The Psalmist poured out his heart to God whom he trusted was still within earshot, “Lord, hear my voice!  Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!”  The woman was not alone in the pit, she realized.  Maybe God intended that she not stay there too.  Maybe crying out to God along with the Psalmist would not be a cry of despair, but a cry of faith.
When the words of the Psalm take hold of us—as they took hold of that young woman at the hospital—we are drawn out of the depths, out of whatever sins and iniquities separate us from God, and are drawn into God’s steadfast love.  Indeed, when the words of the Psalm take hold of you, God does not leave you where you are, as you are.  God redeems you from whatever sins and iniquities once separated you from him and from one another.  When the words of the Psalm take hold of us, God grants us the faith needed to trust that he forgives us, and to wait with hope as God redeems us from “the depths.”  For the Lord does what he promises more certainly than the light of morning follows the darkness of night.
When the words of the Psalm took hold of the woman I visited at the hospital, she realized that God was drawing her out of “the depths” in ways she had never considered before.  She realized that the persistent concern, care, and support she received from her family was one way God showed his steadfast love to her.  She couldn’t help but begin to accept their love gratefully.  She also couldn’t help but hope that God had heard her cries and was drawing her out of “the depths,” closer to him.  For God has “great power to redeem.”

When God draws us out of “the depths” through his forgiveness and steadfast love, we are never quite the same again.  After all, the Psalmist began by crying out to God and ended by telling the people of Israel to hope in the LORD and promised them that God would redeem them from all iniquities.  
When God draws us closer to himself, we are free to speak that promise of God’s steadfast love to one another.  We are free to carry that promise of God’s steadfast love out into the world and to speak it to those who have not heard.  And like God has done for us, we are free to reach out in service to others who’ve dug their own pits and who find themselves at the bottom of them.  For they need us to share the hope that can only come from a loving and forgiving God.  
Finally, because of our God who draws us closer and closer to himself, we are no longer stuck in “the depths.”  God has heard our cry.  And for that we give thanks.  Amen.
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