A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on March 7, 2010
A Love That is Better Than Life!


Thought for Silent Reflection

Lent is a time for making decisions about God’s good news and our life in the world…

The hard part is choosing to live differently.

That is always the important part, now as it was then.

Walter Brueggermann
A LOVE THAT IS BETTER THAN LIFE!
Psalm 63: 1-8
O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
2I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory. 3 Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you. 4 I will praise you for as long as I live, and in your name I will lift up my hands. 5 My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth shall praise you.

6 On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches of the might, 7 because you are my help, I sing in the shadow of your wings. 8 My soul clings to you, your right hand upholds me.

9They who seek my life will be destroyed; they will go down to the depths of the earth. 10 They will be given over to the sword and become food for jackals. 

11 But the king will rejoice in God; all who swear by God’s name will praise him while the mouths of liars will be silenced.
I will be their God and they will be my people(Ex 29:46). These words of all time were first uttered toward ancient Israel when Moses led them up out of Egypt, words which would change their lives forever. Accepting this offer from God today will change our lives forever too but it means that we must be willing to let go of those things we have collected which distance ourselves from God’s love. But in this third week of Lent, we find ourselves in the midst of our own desert, still confronting those things that keep us from true communion with God. Walter Brueggermann tells us that Lent is a time for making decisions about accepting God’s good news or our life as we generally live it in today’s world. Now choices like that generally evoke questions like, Which is better? In today’s text, Psalm 63, we get an answer. God’s steadfast love is better than life (2). In it we are given many images: comparing God’s loyalty to receiving water in a dry desert land; a feast of rich food; a shadow in the sun; a strong steady hand to keep one from falling. With each one, we are invited to reflect on God’s reliability; a reliability for which there is no substitute in our “me-first” world of consumerism and greed.
Stripped of all our comforts and other distractions we continue to face those things which often end up our strongest distractions. Confronting these distractions is hard work for we constantly need reassurance that this God who has offered to be our God truly waits for us with boundless forgiveness, rejoicing in our decision to come home. Michella Bruzzese tells us that all of this week’s readings are filled with testimony of those who knew well the joy of repentance, of change, and the gift of a new life from a loving God. David, one we all know was a great sinner, sings a song of longing to God. Paul reassures us that God will be faithful and will not let us be tried beyond our faith (1 Cor 10), and Isaiah is more direct as he tells us, Why do you spend you money for that which is not bread and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Incline your ear and listen so that we, too, might have life (Is 55:2-3). We are called to simply change our ways and decide to live our lives differently but it seems that that living differently is always much harder than we expected, in fact some might even say that life in the “rat race” always seems to make us prey for the jackals (10) without time to bless and thank God (6).

The psalmist paints a vivid picture of our desire for God: my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water (1). But the core of this text is an astounding statement of faith. Your love (hesed) is better than life or as it reads in the NSRV Your steadfast love is better than life (2). In either case, what we hear the psalmist saying is that, God’s faithfulness (to him) is much more valuable than life. That statement probably causes some tension in you, it certainly did for me when I first read it this week, when I found myself wondering just how am I going to preach on that. And that thought, “just how would I preach on that?” is often a trigger for scripture texts I elect to use for the week.
Don’t we feel that life comes first? Doesn’t everything about the implementation of God’s plan here on earth depend on our having life in the first place? Isn’t that why we were placed here in the first place? I sure thought so, but here we have David, one of the great sinners of all time, telling us that the love of God is even better than the gift of life that God has given us. So, if he could understand it that way, why can’t we?
One of the ways I try to test these things out is to see what the opposite sounds like. So what might life be like if we didn’t have God’s love? In reflecting on this concept, I’d first ask you to think about a time when you felt separated, or apart from God. Were you frightened, angry or perhaps some other emotion, like being lonely or longing for God’s return to your life? Many things can create this sense of separation from God. For me, I might be coming from a loss or a crisis which leaves me feeling forgotten or uncared for by God or it might have occurred at a time when I was in the midst of personal sin or failure leaving me with a fear that God might condemn or reject me. In any case, this separation generated disillusionment, discouragement and perhaps even depression or other feelings of abandonment or worthlessness. All situations, in which, we often find folks losing hope and questioning why they are even alive. And so looking at this it certainly seems that God’s faithfulness, even thought it is often taken for granted, would certainly seem to be more valuable than life without God, than life without a relationship with God.
The Bible places worship, both personal and corporate, at the heart of our relationship with God. It is at the heart of what transforms us and others. Worship begins with God reaching out to us. The Psalms tell us, God blesses our lives with grace and we give thanks because the Lord is good and the Lord’s steadfast love endures forever (136:1). We are constantly reminded about how God is part of everything we do and we are reminded that our part in this covenant is to give thanks and seek to do God’s will always. But that is always not as easy as one might think it should be. Saying, “Yes” to God is risky and it often goes against our grain, or certainly the grain of our culture. That is why we need to always be seeking ways to help us to do things differently. 
Lent is always a good time to try out new ways of recognizing God’s presence in our midst. Did someone help you when you needed it? Were you helpful to somebody else? Did you do something that was hard for you to do because you knew it was right? Did someone forgive you for a hurt? Or better yet, did you forgive someone else for a hurt? Simply talking about these things gives them a more important place in our lives. Perhaps at dinner each night might be a good time to practice this with your family or with whomever is joining you for dinner. Think of three ways God’s good news was a part of your life that day and share them with whom ever is at the table. Describe what happened and how it made you feel and encourage the others at the table to be aware of what happens around them during the day so they can share too. My sense is that after one or two nights of doing this you’ll have everyone coming in with something to share. This sharing time can ultimately be the catalyst in your making personal decisions to embrace God’s good news in your life and in making changes to live your own life differently, changes that will enable you to recognize and embrace God’s love in all aspects of your day-to-day routine. In this way you too, can begin to recognize just how God’s love for you, can be better than life, especially if that is to be a life without the presence of God’s love.
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