
When Life Tumbles In

Jeremiah 23:1-6; Psalm 46; Colossians 1:11-20; Luke 23:33-43

When I travel, I find it important to maintain my daily routines just like I do at home—my

mental checklist - hair combed, shave, deodorant, brush teeth, and take my pills. Travel can be so

disruptive—strange place, odd surroundings, different people—it’s good to have a little space that

reminds me of my stable world back home.

That’s a little vignette of life. Each of us constructs a little world around ourselves. The world,

as it has been handed to us, is too wide and broad, too diverse and multifaceted for us to be able to

take it all at once. So we cobble together a set of routines, some habits that we follow each day. All of

this gives us a sense of stability and order.

Or perhaps I should more accurately say that all of this gives us the illusion of stability and

order. Into every life, every little well-ordered “world,” there comes that time when something

dislodges, a piece falls out of place, there’s a crack in the wall, and things fall apart.

What then? Well, then we realize that our well-constructed world is not so well-constructed. Our

cherished stability is not so stable after all.

Every life here this morning, no matter how well put together or carefully wrought is just one

late-night phone call away from falling apart.

What then?

A minister visiting a family in their home tells this story: “They had a beautiful photograph of

the family proudly displayed over their hearth. There was mother, father, and the three children. The

scene had been posed out by a fence overlooking the pasture at their home. They were all smiling,

arms interlocked. I figured, from the apparent ages of the children, that the portrait had been made

about ten years before.
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I admired it, appreciating the way the landscape behind them complimented the family pose.

The couple was standing behind me as I stood before the portrait. They looked up at it with a kind of

wonder on their faces, as if they were looking at a strange scene that they couldn’t quite remember.

“I’m so glad we had that portrait made,” she said. “It’s something to remember us by. That’s

how we once were.”

He scowled and said, “I’m not so sure. When I look at that picture, I see a world that’s no

longer here. Each time I look at it, that world seems further away, slipping away. All the kids so well

posed, smiling as if we’re the perfect, happy family. Looking at that picture just reminds me of what

we’ve lost.”

She turned away and rushed into the kitchen. He looked from the portrait and toward me and

explained, “You see, preacher, that whole thing is a fake, that picture. Even while we were standing

still and smiling, our world was falling apart. A few months later our daughter ran away with an older

man who was passing through town. We tried everything to find her, police and everything. We

haven’t heard from her since. Then that grinning little blonde haired boy there, in a couple of years he

got into drugs. Two treatment centres later we were nearly bankrupted. He died, OD’d just before his

nineteenth birthday. That picture is us, or us as we wished we were, before our world fell apart.”

He broke down in tears. And as I tried to comfort him I shuddered. My heart went out to him, of

course, but also my heart when out to myself. I too am only one late night phone call away from a

world out of control.

Better stand still and smile, take that picture when you can, freeze this moment forever, frame

it, put it on the wall. There will be a day when you won’t believe that your life was ever that together,

that happy, fixed and content.

And what then?
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There is nothing about us that’s eternal. We have, frail creatures that we are, nothing eternal

about ourselves. We grow up, grow old, we die.

“When does aging begin?” a specialist on aging was asked during a public lecture on the

challenges of the elderly.

“When does aging begin?” the doctor repeated the question. “The day after you are born.”

Nothing about us is eternal. Only God is eternal. Nothing about us is fixed and stable. We want life to

go on and on forever. We attempt to slow down the processes of aging.

“There is no way to reverse aging,” said that same doctor. “Save your money. All anti-aging

drugs, creams, and pills are a rip off.”

What then?

I think it was Voltaire who said that all of human life is a struggle to stand up on two legs. We

learn to stand up, to walk, but we’re always in danger of falling down. And fall down we do.

As we approached the curb, my friend reached out and grabbed my elbow to steady himself.

“You get to be my age,” he said, “and you realize that you are always only one little step away from

disaster.”

And what then?

The false step, the tumble, the late night phone call, the words on the other end, “I’m sorry,

I’ve got some bad news for you.” The return of the doctor with the results of your yearly physical and

you can read the words on the doctors face before she speaks. The TV broadcast that says, “We

interrupt this program with breaking news that….”

And what then? Your once seemingly stable world breaks apart. The waters begin to rise. You

can feel the earth begin to rumble under your feet.

And what then?
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It’s then, when your once seemingly well-constructed, well-ordered little world cracks and

starts to crumble, that you reach out for something, someone dependably stable, some rock amid a

crumbling landscape. Sure, you should have reached out before now. You should have known that

there will be days like this and should have prepared for this eventuality. But we don’t. Most of us are

not made that way.

What do we do? We reach out for help, “Save me!” we say, in one way or another.

I think that’s just the feeling that gave rise to the scripture passage which is one of the

alternate reading for today Psalm 46. It is a Psalm I often read during a funeral service. The psalm

opens with an affirmation that, “God is our refuge and strength.” Nice thought, that one. But I don’t

think that affirmation was first uttered in church on some bright fall Sunday like today. I think that was

said only after the storm, after the earth heaved and the mountains shook, the waters rose. It’s an

affirmation of faith–God our refuge and strength–that only comes after our world falls apart.

The Ruler of heavenly forces is with us! The God of Jacob is our place of safety.

We were in a Sunday school class going around the room, talking about how each of us first

met, really met God. Someone recounted being at summer camp, seeing the sunset over the

mountains, and really feeling the beauty and presence of God. Someone else told of reading an

inspirational book that just explained the Christian faith so well that it all made sense and for the first

time she believed.

“I was pulling down over a hundred thousand a year just two years into my first job,” he said.

“The world was my oyster. I was doing just great. Then I came home one night and there was a note

on the kitchen table that said, ‘We don’t know you anymore. We’re leaving.’

“And my world fell apart. I had nothing. Everything I thought I had for sure was now lost to me.

And I fell down. The alcohol, the fall, I hit bottom. And I fell down this deep, dark pit. And on my way
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down I reached out, for the first time in my life I had to reach out. I did, and there was this hand there,

waiting to take my hand. Maybe the hand had always been there. I don’t know. Maybe I should have

reached out sooner. But when I did go down. When I did reach out, that hand was waiting to take my

hand. And I was saved.”

One of the reasons Psalm 46 is commonly used for funerals is because when the psalmist

says, “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of trouble,” I think the psalmist

says has just gone through an earth-shaking time of trouble. The one in trouble reached out and

found God not only to be loving and caring but also a “refuge and strength.”

And having learned the truth about God the psalmist is able to sing, “That’s why we won’t be

afraid when the world falls apart, when the mountains crumble into the centre of the sea, when its

waters roar and rage, when the mountains shake because of its surging waves.”

We were in a Bible study and prayer group and we were talking about spiritual practices that

help us stay close to God. Some had found it helpful to pray at certain times during the day, to set

aside the same time every day for prayer. Others reported that their main, regular spiritual discipline

was to read scripture each morning as their day began.

“I confess I’m not too good at staying close to God every day,” said one of the group

members. “I’m not a very good at keeping good habits. I wish I were, but I’m not. However, I do know,

down deep, from real experience, that those times when I need God, really need him, all I’ve got to

do is to call out and God is there. Knowing that gives me some place to stand, a confidence that

helps me live with security.”

I do think it’s good to develop good habits, spiritual disciplines that keep you close to God.

However, note that the psalmist says that one way to be close to God is to have your world fall apart,

your mountains shake. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of trouble.”
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It’s true, it would be good if we called out to God in our good times, when we are having smooth

sailing and things are content and stable in our little world. However, most of us are not so spiritually

attuned. For us today, the prophet Jeremiah also has a word: In times of great trouble, go ahead and

reach out to God for refuge and strength. The one who shepherds us and all creation, promises to

reach back toward you offering words of comfort.

“They shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed , nor shall any be missing Judah will be saved

and Israel will live in safety. (23:4, 6)”

When your world shakes, crumbles and falls apart—which it will sooner or later—here is your

hope, your help and comfort: “I myself will gather the remnant of my flock and I will bring them back

to their fold and they shall be fruitful and multiply.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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