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Earthquakes

Most weeks I begin the pastoral prayer with these words:  “Almighty and everlasting God, creator of all things seen and unseen …”  And yet the truth of the matter is that we would, in many ways, prefer that God were less mighty, less everlasting, and creator only of the things we like, enjoy, and can mange.
Curiously, it is the psalms that often draw us back to the truth.  Whenever we try to domesticate God, to make God tame and pleasant and polite, the psalms take exception to our efforts. 

For example, as the spring weather has come to Minnesota, we are inclined to talk about and pray in thanksgiving for the extravagance of our gardens and forests, the wonders of rebirth, new growth, and restoration.  We see God in the beauty and abundance around us.  Our sentiments are spontaneous and honest.  And so it is a good time to read Psalm 97:

clouds and thick darkness are all around

fire goes before God

God’s lightnings light up the world,

the earth sees and trembles

the mountains melt like wax…
The writer of this ancient psalm puts another kind of picture before us.  Instead of sweet Mother Nature crowned with a garland of flowers, we are in the presence of fierce Mother Nature – powerful, frightening, and unpredictable.   Instead of the good shepherd (the one that the Spirit Voices invoked for us so beautifully last week), we encounter the raging storm and the trembling earth – and the psalm tells us this is reason to rejoice!
It is not only the psalmist, of course, who reminds us that God is to be found in the unsettling events of the physical world – the story of Paul and Silas being freed by a timely earthquake is also before us this morning.  Last week I reflected on the ways that the story of Lydia, the seller of purple fabric, provides a frame around the narrative that we heard today.  You will recall that Paul and Silas had encountered Lydia at the place of prayer, she had listened attentively to their proclamation of the Good News, had been baptized along with all of her household, and had invited the travelers to stay at her home.  At the end of this chapter (not read today), Paul and Silas return to her hospitality once more before they leave Philippi.  So if Lydia’s story is the frame, what is inside of that frame?

There are earthquakes – several earthquakes (though only one of the seismic variety).  First comes the voice of the slave girl, the one with a “spirit of divination.”  She calls out, in public, these words: “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.”  Once again, an unlikely person recognizes the truth:  the Paul and Silas serve God and bring a word of grace to all.  

What’s curious about this particular verbal earthquake is Paul’s reaction to it:  the text says he was “very much annoyed.”   We can’t help wondering if his exorcism of the spirit of divination was motivated by compassion or by this annoyance.  Whichever it was, his words of healing provoke another earthquake.
This one comes from the owners of the slave girl, who are outraged that their source of income has been cut off.  They react with violence, dragging the two missionaries off to the authorities and accusing them of disturbing the city and advocating unlawful Jewish customs.  The crowd, too, is violent, and the magistrates join in the cruelty, ordering them to be beaten and taken to prison.

The next earthquake is detectable only by those in the immediate area:  the singing and praying of Paul and Silas.  In spite of their own suffering, they continue to praise God and offer prayers, and we are told that the other prisoners were listening to them.


In that setting comes the big one – the earthquake that shakes the foundations of the prison, throws open the doors, and unfastens all the chains.  It is hard to think of a more dramatic metaphor for salvation than this combination:  shaking the foundations, opening the doors, and unfastening the chains.  

And as if to make the point very clear, the spotlight of the story teller turns to the jailer.  He knows that the foundations of his life have been shaken.  When it is learned that he has failed in his assignment to keep these prisoners in the innermost cell, he is likely to face severe punishment.  What he learns, though, is that the doors have been open for him as well as for the prisoners, and so he asks Paul and Silas, “What must I do to be saved?”  With that question, and with the answers that follow, his chains are unfastened by the waters of baptism.


There are earthquakes in our own lives, of course – those events that shake the foundations of our habits, open the doors that have closed us in, and unfasten the chains that have bound us.  Some earthquakes we greet as joyful events:  marriages, births, new jobs, new homes, new friends.  Others are clearly painful:  illnesses, crises in relationships, lost jobs, financial challenges, disappointments and losses of all kinds.  Every one of them – whether labeled happy or sad at the outset, every one of them brings a significant jolt.

We can hope that we, like Paul and Silas, have our stories framed by the care and concern of our faith community – in their case by Lydia, her household, and the seeds of the early church in Philippi.  What they offered is what we hope to offer as a church community:  hands and ears.  We offer our hands in practical service – meals, driving, child care, errands, housework; we offer our ears to hear the story.

When the earth shakes around us – literally or figuratively – we need to tell the story.  I lived in Berkeley when the Loma Prieta earthquake of 1989 occurred, and one of the things that struck me was how much we all needed to tell our stories.  We recited over and over again where we had been when it hit, what it had felt like, what we thought (correctly and incorrectly), who we called, who we worried about, and what was damaged or lost.  It was literally weeks before we could talk about anything else.  There arose that curious camaraderie that links people together over a particular event.  In a milder form, the same thing happened in Northfield after the hail storm of August 24 – we each needed to tell the story – and we each needed to hear the stories of our neighbors and friends.  Ears to hear.
But we also need another kind of frame to put around our stories – we need a frame of meaning.  I am always deeply disturbed when a tragedy is followed by people piously claiming that the carnage was somehow the hidden will of God.  I do believe that God is present in all of our human activities and events – but not always (or even usually) as the one creating and directing the chaos.  So I want to suggest that the frame we put around our experiences of earthquakes is this:  Where is God in this story?  Where do we see the qualities of compassion, justice, and healing?  What foundation has been shaken – that is, what prophetic words have been uttered by this event?  What doors are now open that were previously closed?  Are we free to get out of someplace we have been imprisoned, or are we free to enter someplace that had been closed to us?  What chains have been loosened?  What limits have been lifted, and what movement is now possible?
The question “Where is God in all of this?” is the classic and central question of what has come to be known as “spiritual direction” or in other contexts, “spiritual friendship.”  We tell our stories to one another in Christian community not to brag, or even to seek solutions.  We tell our stories so that we can help one another detect the presence of God in all of our days.
Sometimes it seems sad that it takes earthquakes to wake us up to this central question of the Christian faith.  We would rather than God’s presence would come gently, like a mother’s day card or the surprise blooming of spring’s irises (ours opened on Friday morning).  And of course, sometimes it does.  But the power of God is not limited to our preferences.  God comes when God chooses to come and how God chooses to come.  So we are wise to listen to the psalms that praise beauty and quiet and serenity, and to the ones that praise the storms and the lightning and the earthquakes.  

Amen.

Prayer for May 20, 2007

Almighty and everlasting God, creator of all things seen and unseen, hear now our silent prayers, as we open our hearts to you in the sacred quietness.

God of faith and hope, we bring before you our prayers for those we have named this morning – we especially remember …     Bring to each of them the gifts of mercy and grace that are most needed, according to your wisdom and love.

God of our hearts and minds, this morning we offer our prayers for those circumstances in our lives that we cannot usually bring ourselves to say aloud.  Help us to name before you and one another the disappointments, shames, sorrows, and shortcomings that eat away at our faith and our wellbeing.

We pray for our relationships that are conflicted, dispirited, and unfulfilling.  

We pray for ourselves and our loved ones who live with mental illness.

We pray for ourselves and our loved ones who live with chronic health conditions.

We pray for everyone who has been betrayed, cheated, or defrauded.

We pray this morning for those who live with addictions and alcoholism. 

We pray for those who have lost their employment, or who are employed at work that is demeaning, dangerous, or disheartening.

And since our miseries are often accompanied by economic challenges, we pray for wisdom about money, time, and emotional energy.  

And we pray for the secrets of our hearts that we can speak only to you.

All of these things we pray in the name of the one who listens with loving attention to all of our sorrows, and who bears them with us, even Jesus the Christ, and we pray together now in the words that he taught us …

This is a revision of the prayers for May 1, 2005, July 17, 2005, and February 5, 2006, and April 9, 2006 and August 13, 2006.
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