



   Back to Reality?—Psalm 42


One of the first people I ran into on Monday morning was the Meals on Wheels coordinator heading back to the kitchen to start organizing things for hat morning’s meal delivery. Joyce White, who graduated from St. Paul School of Theology, and has gone into social service ministries, smiled and said, “Did you have a good vacation?” And when I answered, “Yes, it was great!, she replied, “Back to reality now!” And we both chuckled.

        But later I thought about her comment: “Back to reality!” Is that really true?

Is this reality here at Westport Presbyterian Church in the urban core of the city, and that wasn’t reality out there on the High Plains, in the Badlands, in the Black Hills, in the Rocky Mountains?

       What, after all, is reality?

        Let me give you a visual image of what I’m hoping to get at here:

        One of the trails we hiked in the Rocky Mountains is called the Ouzel Falls

Trail. It’s a fairly difficult hike of close to 6 miles round trip, the hike to the falls

being mostly uphill and the hike back mostly downhill. All along the way, you

are hiking along a rushing stream, rapids, cascades—except in one place where

you pass by an area that was hit by one of the worst forest fires in Rocky Mountain

history. It took place 30 years ago, and though new growth is occurring, the large

scar is still clearly visible. 

      Was that reality? That forest fire? A vivid reminder of the increasing number of forest fires every year scarring larger and larger acreage in our western states! Were we walking along enjoying the beauty of the surroundings and then suddenly brought “back to reality”.


Is what is hard and difficult and ugly and painful—reality? And everything beautiful is—something else? Do we live in a world described by Harry Emerson Fosdick in a Christmas sermon as a world of “Beautiful Ideals and Brutal Facts”? But stay with me because we walked on and eventually reached the falls, where we heard again the sound of mountain waters that Wallace Stegner wrote about in many of his novels and journals:


“I stand beside the river with its spray in my face. I am fascinated by how it speeds by and yet is always there. All my senses applaud it! Taste t! Feel its chill on the teeth. Sniff the air thin, spray cooled, full of pine and spruce smells & to be so close to the improbable indigo sky. The very minute I stood beside this river, where the land lifts in peaks and plunges into canyons—I gave my heart to the these mountain waters
and the symphony of their sounds.”
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Is that reality? Or not? 

And then standing there with the falls in sight, I remembered something I learned on my sabbatical when we were in the Canadian Rockies, and we were told that all those north flowing rivers we saw are created and re-created constantly, just like this Ouzel Falls and River, by glaciers further above, beyond and out of sight. Isn’t that glacier reality? Even the part we cannot see! Especially the part we cannot see! 

I wonder if it isn’t precisely those things we cannot see, no matter where we are, that ultimately carry us back to or into reality!


As I stood below the Ouzel Falls, and listened to the constant crashing of
the water as it poured over the cliff’s edge, I was reminded of a phrase from

the Psalms:

“When) my soul is cast down within me, I remember You, O God, from the land of Jordan, and of (Mount) Hermon and Mount Mizar, where deep calls to deep at the thunder of Your cataracts.” (Psalm 42:6-7) 

The Psalmist was remembering something of a personal experience when life had run down into the depths of trouble, and recalling the thundering cataracts that poured down in the springtime from the melting snows of Mount Hermon—and roar, and echo answer one another in the gorges beneath—he used that vision to describe the inner experience of being in deep need and calling out for something deep to answering it. 

 So there is a prayer line if there ever was one for any of us: “When deep calls to deep at the thunder of thy cataracts.” Isn’t that real? And the scene I saw there at Ouzel Falls that reminded me of it?—Isn’t that one of the most real experiences that a man or woman or a youth can have?—And isn’t it when deep calls unto deep and the deep replies that we face the essential and completely real experience of religion?



  

While traveling out west, we bought some things for this year’s Peace Quest:

· A buffalo horn

· A Texas long horn

· Some of the sweetest sweet grass you will ever smell

· A story book entitled “High As A Hawk”, the story of an eight year old girl

who, to this day, is the youngest person ever to reach Long’s Peak, the

highest place in Rocky Mountain National Park. She did it in 1905, to

honor the spirit of her mother who had just died. She was accompanied by
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Enos Mills, the Kansan whom I told you about a little while ago, and there

is a photo of them, taken by her father at the peak, following a final trek through a blizzard.

· And then for all the children and adult leaders, I bought these deer hide
laces and pieces of elk antlers to thread on to them because when we begin
Peace Quest next Monday, I want them to wear this every night and handle

the buffalo horn as a symbol that we are need to live at peace with the

wild deer and the wild elk and the wild buffalo and the wilderness areas
that they inhabit because in order to sustain life on this planet, we need

to keep alive that which is wild—that which is at home in a habitat where

human beings are only temporary visitors and guests. 

Isn’t that kind of thinking reality? If we really want the salvation of

human beings and the world of animals and plants and trees and water and plains on which we live?

And isn’t that a very Christian idea as well? That we are visitors! Travelers!

That we are on a journey!

That we are guests in this world!

Headed through and into another world!

Living in that other world right now to the extent we are able!

By reconnecting ourselves to God!

By making that re-connection through the person who pioneered a life lived completely with God—Jesus Christ.

While waiting out the mid-day heat in the Badlands, which is known world

wide for what its eroding, sculpted, rocky peaks and gulches reveal about the history of the Planet Earth, I read C.S. Lewis’ Surprised By Joy: The Shape

of My Early Life. In it he said, “It is important that we know Heaven exists

even if we are not sure how to get there—or that we will get there at all!” he adds.


But what is Heaven?

Isn’t it where the One Who is Greater than the Sum of All Love lives?


Isn’t it where the One Who is greater than the Sum of All Beauty in all

the universe’s history—is active?

   And since Beauty is not physical beauty as most people think, but “Truth” and “Goodness”, isn’t Heaven where the One who is Greater than the sum of all Goodness and all Truth—is persistently and convincingly alive! 
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    Isn’t it where the One Who is Greater than the Sum of all Joy and all

the Courage that has ever utter its Prayers--IS? Where is it that the Deep calls to Deep at the thunder of thy cataracts? And that place—that realm—It’s within, isn’t it? It’s within reality! But it’s also behind reality! And IT—Heaven—God—also surrounds reality—embraces reality—and fills reality—which is where the power of God comes  from….where it grows from—In this moment!  From this moment forward! And from this moment backward all the way to the first instant of time and the first bursting and spreading of light. 


Don’t ever let anyone tell you that God isn’t real—or that Heaven isn’t real—or that the Kingdom of God in this world isn’t real—just because you can’t see them! There is a line of spiritual pioneers leading backward through Christ and beyond which have given vivid evidence of the 5th dimensional realm of reality where forgiveness of sins occurs, where healing of inner wounds proceeds, where hope grows, where self giving and self sharing love prevail! As Shadrach, Mesach and Abednego learned when they walked through and walked out of the fiery furnace that King Nebuchadnezzar had prepared for them to be consumed in—our God is a mighty good and powerful God!
Even so, having visited and lived in the 5th dimensional world—whether through worship or prayer or meditation or singing or study—or walking or conversing with some other like minded soul—we also live in the realm of the other dimensions of time and space—that “Back to Reality” that Joyce White welcomed me to as she prepared Meals on Wheels last Monday:
    The world where Dives begs from Lazarus—and gets nothing!

    The world where Christians are known by their love—or not at all!

    The world where modern men and women like Rev. Eric Garbison and his wife follow Elijah down to a Cherith Brook, trusting in ravens to feed and sustain them while they, like  the distant, yet ever vivid prophet, do some good work of God to which they—and he, Elijah, have felt called. 

 My heart concurs with Erik Routely, who wrote the hymn we are about

to sing, “All Who Love and Serve Your City” as a Christian response to the devastating racial riots in Watts, Los Angeles, in 1965—because I know that our strength and energy and commitment to love and to serve in this urban reality comes from another reality that is just as real, just as commanding, just as vivid—where souls long for God like deer and elk and buffalo long for flowing streams—where on one of life’s Mount Hermons,  profound experiences within us call for an answering profundity—“where deep calls to deep at the thunder of Thy cataracts.”  Amen.  

Rev. Scott Myers, Westport Presbyterian Church, September 23, 2007
