THE LAUGHTER OF GOD AND THE WORK OF OUR HANDS 




Psalm 2
There is a difference between the Old and the New Testament as I see it.  It is not a difference in substance but in tone.  The message is the same from Genesis to Revelation.  The bible gives us an inside look at the works of a faithful God in the affairs of this world.  But the rhetoric in the Old Testament is distinctly different from the New.  The language of the Old Testament is sometimes harsh, and warlike and even cruel, as in this second psalm.  

Some years ago my granddaughter brought this to my attention.  She had been reading the bible from cover to cover and she said to me: “Opa, I cannot accept the image of a vengeful God in the Old Testament.  It is so much at odds with the loving Jesus of the gospels.  How do you harmonize the two? 

I had to tell her that I did not know how to do that.  Some Old Testament descriptions of God also make me cringe.  And I added that God was probably pleased with our dilemma, that he would likely want to be known as a peace loving, compassionate God rather than an angry, punishing God. 

Psalm 2 was written wholly in the style of the Old Testament.  It spoke to the experience of people in Old Testament times.  It was the experience of frequents wars between nations and the awareness that only one nation could legitimately call itself the people of God.  But the message of this psalm is every bit as relevant for us today on this Labour Day Sunday as it was for the Old Testament Israelites.  So, to make this psalm speak to us in 2005 we will have to redeem the message from the rhetoric.

One way to do that is to begin with the laughter of God.  “The One enthroned in heaven …laughs.  Laughs at what, at whom? God in heaven laughs at the work of our hands here on earth./  Can you imagine what our daily doings look like from way up there, beyond the stars,  beyond the galaxies, on the other side of the billions of worlds like ours in the universe,  in a place where no man or woman ever went before… in heaven? / Can you picture God sitting on his throne and calling to his angels: “ Hey, Michael, hey Gabriel, come and have a look at what these foolish mortals on that tiny planet earth are up to?”

From way up there what we do here below looks more like the business of an anthill.  Little people scurrying about, driving to work in toy cars, spending the day in Lego sized office buildings, going home to tiny houses.  People always busy, busy  eating breakfast, making deals, fabricating things, taking courses, reading books, watching TV, going to church, going to sleep, playing politics, waging war./  From the point of view of the God of the Old Testament what we do here on earth is not very impressive.  And to know that is good for us.  It puts our busyness in the perspective of infinite space and everlasting time.  Let’s not get worked up about this or that.  This God is far beyond the reach of our most sophisticated spaceships.  We cannot get to heaven on our own steam or rocket power.  And for this God 1000 years is like a 24 hour day.  He has lots of time and does not hurry. (Which is why it makes little sense to me to fight about whether or not God made the world in 7 24 hour days.)
Actually, this God of the Old Testament does not really laugh at the work of our hands, not at the things we do, but at the stupidity, /the foolishness,/ the insanity, or as psalm 2 has it, the vanity /of some or many of the things we do./   Chief among those deeds are our persistent attempts at playing God.  The bible calls it idolatry and the God of the Old Testament responds to idolatry with scornful laughter./  Playing God is not just bad first of all, but foolish, stupid, idiotic. / Take, for example the tower of Babel.  It was built with the expressed purpose of reaching all the way into heaven.  But the actual size of that tower was no taller than a present-day 4-story apartment building!  God has to come all the way down to earth from heaven, says Gen. 11: 5, to be able to see what it looks like. / That tiny.  Reaching into heaven?  Lord, what fools these mortals be!    

On the subject of idols, as tools, as instruments for the business of playing God, the God of the Old Testament also responds primarily with derision./  Just a few examples: / Especially the fact that human beings make these idols, these no-gods and then prostrate themselves before them has Jaweh splitting his sides with laughter. / You take a hunk of wood, and part of it you carve into an idol, you cover it with shiny gold or silver to make it look good and you throw the rest into the fire to keep warm. / Or…you take your best jewelry, throw it into the fire and presto, out comes a golden calf, a sacred cow. 

Those idols, those no-gods are most convenient too.  You can take them with you when you travel.  Portable gods for people in the fast lane. / Or if you are traveling by camel as Rachel did, according to Genesis 31, you can put your family house gods in your saddle bag, and sit on them to hide them from your father.   Of course you can also chisel an idol from a slab of stone and put it in a temple and bow yourself down before it./  But that is precarious business. / For a stone god can fall flat on his face and break his arms and legs and lose his head during the night, as in the story about Dagon Pastor John told us about a few Sundays ago./  Hey, Goliath!  Get me the crazy glue to put  this god together before the people show up for the morning service! 

The practice of idolatry, of serving man-made gods is stupid, foolish, vain.  The heathen in his blindness bows down to wood and stone.  It’s dumb and we, more sophisticated people of the 21th. Century, all agree.

Yes.  But I have asked myself: is our materialistic life style any less foolish?/  I find it much more difficult to describe the abnormality of what we consider normal, but I’ll try.  We all know that advertisers lie through their teeth to get us to buy the things they sell.  Nothing ever works as well as it does on TV.   We know that and yet we flock to stores to buy the junk they peddle.  And we hold down 2 jobs to be able to pay for those things.  Or we max out our credit cards in the process.  For what?   We buy radios, record players, hi fi, FM, stereo, dolby, wrap around sound./ We buy  records, tapes cassettes, CD’s, cassette recorders, CD players, portable CD players./  We buy  cameras, digital cameras, photofinishing, picture printers, video cameras, camcorders digital camcorders./  We buy TV sets, with large screens, with giant screens, video cassettes, DVD’s, VCR’s, DVD players, video games. / We buy computers, desktop, laptop, flat panel monitors, hard drives, software, upgrades, email, antivirus, printers, colour printers, lazer printers, fax machines. / We buy  telephones, cordless telephones, mobile telephones, cell phones, call waiting, call forwarding, text messaging, video messaging, Ipods, Mp3 players, black berries…….  And that is just the technology sector./  

We’ve got to have the latest.  We seem to have lost sight of the distinction between wanting things and needing things.  It’s like an addiction to gadgets.  How is this any different from the idolatry of former times?  It’s OK to own all of these things but where is our sense of humour?  Where is our sense of proportion?   From God’s perspective we must look like mice scurrying from Futureshop to CompuSmart, to Best Buy to A & B Sound, to Visions, to London Drugs, to Telus Mobility to Rogers Wireless, all in a frantic attempt to be technologically up-to-date. 

And money, money makes our world go round.  We rejoice when the economy is rising, when the market is up and feel depressed or even panic stricken when stocks lose their value, GDP is down,  and consumer confidence wanes, while gas prices increase. We have placed our faith in financial security.

For example, you are looking at a 68 year old man who worries whether he and his wife have saved enough to make it financially to the end of their days.  And that is funny, hilarious coming from a guy who less than a year ago stood here and preached on Psalm 23: “The Lord is my Shepherd.  I have everything I need” and meant it.

My father often had a strange way of putting things into perspective for me.  In the early days of our immigration we were poor, like most other immigrants.  And at one time I complained to my father: “ I hate it when there never seems to be enough money to make ends meet!”   But he said to me: “Och, jonge, what if you had all the money in the world but you could not poop?” 

God way up there in heaven laughs at the idolatry of ancient times and at the idolatry of our time.

That is how we know the Old Testament God of Psalm 2.    It is good for us to know that God.  He helps us to know our place and keeps us from trying to play God.

There are many religions in the world that believe in a god who lives way up there, out of reach, out of this world, and who stays up there.  It is a god that resembles the God of the Old Testament.  The god of these religions is a hard task master, a god whom you have to please and appease for fear of his anger.  For the people who serve this god life is the laborious task of attempting to reach that god by means of elaborate religious rites, incantations, and a lifelong exercise of devotion and sacrifice without ever quite connecting with him.  Only a few saintly, pious people succeed in meeting him.  Those religions are the religions of a slave.

By contrast, the God of the New Testament is a God who comes down to us, who becomes one of us and lives among us and meets with us here on earth.  It is a God of free grace.  Christianity is the religion of a child with a Father.  God reveals himself in the New Testament as Immanuel, God-with-us.  The incarnation of God is the central metaphor of the Christian religion.  So, how historically did we go from a God up there to a God with us?

The revelation of the God who is with us and how he relates to the work of our hands develops only gradually in the Old Testament.  The turning point of this revelation occurs, I think, in the familiar story of Elijah on Mount Carmel.  This story consists of two qualitatively different scenes.  In the first scene Elijah performs a religious experiment in public to decide who is God, Baal or Jaweh.   It is an event filled with high drama.  Great theatre.  A struggle of the Titans in which Jaweh wins.  It’s big with thousands of Israelites chanting:  “Jaweh, He is God!  Jaweh, He is God!! It would make major headlines on prime time news casts all across the world!

The second scene occurs in the stillness of the desert, away from the media.  God comes to Elijah who is totally depressed and wants to die.  He revives Elijah with food and reveals himself to him to encourage him.  He shows him who He is.  First there is a tornado, then an earthquake, and then forest fire. But God is in none of these, so-called “natural” disasters.  Insurance companies like to call these disasters “acts of God” but they are not.  God is not in them.  I don’t know whom to blame for the terrible tragedy that happened down south in USA this week, but it isn’t God.  God had nothing to do with it.  

The true God of the New Testament reveals himself to Elijah and to us as “a gentle whisper”.  That’s the turning point.  It is as if the God of the Old Testament has come to the conclusion that the policy of rooting out evil by means of power politics and punishing wars and the assassination of evil doers does not work and that it is time to try a new approach.  It is time to combat evil by means of a gentle whisper. 

For us to come to know the God of the New Testament we have to go to Bethlehem to a stable on Christmas Eve, 2005 years ago.  There God came down to earth.  This stable scene has by now been romanticized in thousands of paintings and numerous songs.  So, it’s hard for us to realize how utterly foolish, dumb, idiotic this attempt by God to root out evil is in the eyes of the world, also in the eyes of our sophisticated world.

For what have we got here?   God comes to earth as an illegitimate child born out of a teenage girl who became pregnant out of wedlock, engaged to a blue collar worker , whose job is guaranteed to give the family never more than an income way below the poverty line.  And they are from the back country of Galilee, from Nazareth, you say?  Is that even on the map?    

True, true, God did send a whole flock of angels singing the hallelujah chorus to a field near Bethlehem.  But you don’t use a bunch of uncouth sheepherders to announce the greatest news of all times to the world.

In the eyes of the world the birth of the King of kings is a complete marketing disaster.  He should have been born in a palace in Jerusalem.  Better yet in the city of Rome as the firstborn son of Caesar, with lots of pre-announcements and TV coverage of the pregnancy, and thousands of people chanting in the streets on the day of his birth:  “For1 unto us a child is born.  Unto us a Son is given!!”  That’s how you do it.

But that is not how the God of the New Testament does it.  The Christian religion is a religion of deliberate understatement.  It is the gospel of a gentle whisper.  

From the point of view of the world the way the birth of Christ was marketed was a public relations disaster for God.  But I am glad it happened that way because it brings my life down to a scale where the work of my heart and mind and hands has some meaning and does not get lost in the big scheme of things.  The blue print for redemption by the God of the New Testament is to do things on a small scale.   The God of the New Testament also laughs in heaven, but the scorn has gone out of it.  What replaces it is a

laughter of rejoicing and merrymaking even when only one sinner repents from his evil ways and that God invites you and me to join the party.  

The God of the New Testament smiles when a mother reads stories to her child, when a father plays catch with his son, when two friends hug each other, when you do what you promised even if it hurts you, when we give a cup of cold water to a neighbour who is thirsty, and after the terrible disaster in New Orleans, don’t we know how necessary that can be.  God loves it when we do something for someone for nothing.  Nothing big, just a gentle whisper. 

The God of the New Testament wants to recruit us in the work of small scale saving grace by reaching out with love to people in need one step at a time, one person at a time, as we have covenanted to do in this church.  ”For not with swords’ loud clashing or roll of stirring drum,” so reads Psalter Hymnal 555, but “with deeds of love and mercy the heavenly kingdom comes.”   And it promises that when those deeds are done “holiness shall whisper the sweet amen of peace”.

Doing deeds of love and mercy is the work of a gentle whisper.  It is the work the Son of God came down to earth to do.  It stills the scornful laughter of the God of the Old Testament and keeps the anger and judgment of that God at bay.  “Kiss the Son,”   the writer of psalm 2 advises the powerful of the world, “lest he be angry at the foolishness the stupidity, the vanity of your idolatry and destroy you in your attempts to play God.”  

That is good advice, for you and me to follow as well for the coming year.  When we do the work of the Son of God it is most important that we seek refuge in Him.   Then the work of our hands and hearts and minds will be blessed, freed from the foolishness, the vanity of idolatry.  When we do the work of the God of the New Testament, relying on the work his Son has done for us, we can live with the quiet confidence that our work will be blessed.  “For in the Lord our labour is not in vain.”      Amen.    

