“Is God On Our Side?”

Sermon by Cordelia, September, 2006

Psalm 124 

If it had not been God who was on our 
side 
—let Israel now say— 

if it had not been God who was on our 
side, 
when our enemies attacked us, 

then they would have swallowed us up 
alive, 
when their anger was kindled against 
us; 

then the flood would have swept us 
away, 
the torrent would have gone over us; 

then over us would have gone the 
raging waters. 

Blessed be the Sovereign, our God, 
who has not given us as prey to their 
teeth. 

We have escaped like a bird from the 
snare of the fowlers; 
the snare is broken, and we have 
escaped. 

Our help is in the name of God, 
who made heaven and earth

A few days ago, when I first heard this psalm read aloud, I found that I stopped listening after the first few lines.  “If it had not been God on our side when the enemies attacked us,”…  I had just been listening to a radio program about torture.  The author who was speaking said that when torture is perpetrated in our names, as it has been in the current war, the burden of responsibility is ours to carry in our souls, even if we didn’t personally inflict the torture or agree to it.  It was a powerful statement, and one that I carried with me for the rest of the day, so when I sat down to lexio divina with my coworkers, and heard this psalm, all I could think was, what about the victims of torture?  Why isn’t God on their side?  

I couldn’t hear the rest of the psalm after the first lines, because the injustice I heard in that sentiment just made me so mad.  I couldn’t hear the imagery of flood waters and traps, of a predator whose jaws were almost lethal, were it not for God’s salvation.  The psalm made me angry, and I didn’t want to be on the same side as the psalmist who believed his people to be favored by God above others.  
What each person heard in the psalm was different, but for most of us, it was hard to hear this psalm of victory after a battle and not think of the wars in our own time, and with that, our frustration about the violence so often inflicted in our names.  
After we voiced our initial thoughts on the psalm, I felt better, and I could listen to the whole passage when it was read a second time.  I was still angry, but underneath the words of praise and victory, I heard something else.  I heard the voice of a traumatized community; a community that was frequently under attack, one that would rarely have peace for any length of time.  The language the psalmist uses is that of a close call.  Listen again…
If it had not been God who was on our 
side 
—let Israel now say— 

if it had not been God who was on our 
side, 
when our enemies attacked us, 

then they would have swallowed us up 
alive, 
when their anger was kindled against 
us; 

then the flood would have swept us 
away, 
the torrent would have gone over us; 

then over us would have gone the 
raging waters. 

Blessed be the Sovereign, our God, 
who has not given us as prey to their 
teeth. 

We have escaped like a bird from the 
snare of the fowlers; 
the snare is broken, and we have 
escaped. 

Our help is in the name of God, 
who made heaven and earth

For a community so frequently under attack, as the ancient Israelites were, it was crucial to have a sense of hope, and to celebrate the times that they avoided defeat.  Without their faith and hope, they would have died out, assimilated into the religions of the groups that conquered them.  But this community had a belief in a God that was on their side.  No longer a warrior god that could be dominated by a stronger god from another tribe, but the God who created the heavens and the earth, the only God, who the Israelites knew, who walked with them, and who was on their side.  
The fear that they could be wiped out is evident from the language in the psalm.  “They would have swallowed us up alive, the flood would have swept us away.”  That is powerful imagery, and it speaks to me of a fear that the next enemy could annihilate their people.  But “blessed be God, who has not given us as prey to their teeth.”  God could have given them up, handed them over, but instead, they are freed like birds who escape a trap.
The problem is… birds that have been trapped can be trapped again, can’t they?  A new enemy could come and the flood waters could rise and they could be drowned under the raging waters.  What can they do?  All the language here is of a loss of control.  When you feel that water rising, and you know it’s coming too fast for you to do anything to save yourself or your family; Or when the predator has you in his teeth, defenseless, all you can do is hope for rescue to come.  When your wing gets caught in the trap…you’re done for, unless God steps in and delivers you, and that’s just what it felt like for the Israelites in this battle.  They had no control over the outcome, they felt helpless when the “anger of their enemies was kindled against them,” but God protected them, and they came out alive.  
This community came out of the battle alive but wary, worried about the next time.  Would God save them again?  And again?  “Let Israel now say…if it had not been God who was on our side…” …the prospect is too horrible to imagine.  I think the psalmist is prompting his community to remember.  Remember: God was on our side.  Remember: God is on our side.  Remember it was God who got us through that battle.  And don’t forget, that God made the heavens and the earth.  
When someone is traumatized, whether by violence, disaster or disease, it can be hard or even impossible to get out from under the trauma, through the grief, and past the fear that it will happen again.  Great trauma brings with it a sense of being totally out of control.  If we could prevent it, we would, but traumatic experiences shake us so much especially because we have no control over them.  

I have several friends from New Orleans, who I see every August.  Last year, they left our gathering and went home to the worst hurricane any of them had ever experienced.  Our thoughts, prayers, and gifts were with them, but those in our circle of friends who live in other parts of the world could not begin to fathom the trauma that they went through during Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath.  
This August, we were together again, but of course it was different.  My friend Leah, who lost everything she had, said that she had learned one thing from the last year—that nothing in this life is certain, nothing is yours, nothing lasts, and there’s no reason to hope that it will.  

Leah has lost her trust in the predictability of life, in the idea that we have control over our circumstances, and she is still neck-deep in the flood…she can still feel the weight of the trap on her wings.  How many others in this world have also lost that trust?  In war-torn countries, and even in our American inner cities, many children grow up with the understanding that seemingly random violence can take away their loved ones without warning.  These children are growing up having never known the trust that many of us take for granted; the trust that despite everything, God will take care of us.  
The ancient Israelites tried to hold onto that trust with all they had.  “Remember, God is on our side, remember, God delivered us.”  As a privileged American, it is hard for me to read this psalm, because I feel like I’m in the enemy camp.  Wars are being waged in my name, torture inflicted, children killed, and I feel helpless to stop it.  When I hear “God is on our side,” all I can think is that the God I worship wouldn’t be on our side.  Too often, language like this is used to justify the actions of the oppressors, instead of strengthening the faith of the oppressed.
Our challenge, then, as ministers, is to understand the power of trauma, of the fear and mistrust that can be a constant in the life of a traumatized person.  How do we minister to people who don’t trust God?  
Maybe we can start by changing the language of this psalm in a small way.  How would it be different if instead of saying “God is on our side,” we said “God is AT our side?”  Instead of the image of a God who is rooting for our team on the battlefield, let’s think of a God who is walking with us, by our side through the battles of life, even if we get swept away by the floodwaters, even if we are swallowed up, even if we feel trapped and our wings are broken… God is still at our side, with us in our pain and our fear.  As Comfort.  As Witness.  As Hope.
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