
Out of the Depths

Ezekiel 37:1-14; Psalm 130; Romans 8:6-11; John 11:1-45

Our lectionary readings for this week echo the mood of the world: a valley full of dry bones, a

dead man buried in a tomb because of illness, and a psalm of lament.  Our Psalm for this Sunday

Psalm 130 is one of the most famous in the Psalms. “I cry out to you from the depths, God—my God,

listen to my voice!” (130:1–2) Here the majestic poetry of the Psalms gives way to an anguished cry.

This cry to God comes “from the depths” (“de profundis” is the traditional Latin title). There are those

times in life, time like this, the midst of a pandemic, when we have been so battered, when we find

ourselves in so deep, that we feel we are “going down for the third time.”  Even if we are not people

of prayer, even if we may have our doubts about the existence of God, in such moments in life, so far

down, having hit bottom, words give way to simply the anguished cry, “Help! Help!”

Those of my generation might remember as I do as a child, growing up after World War II,

hearing grown-ups back from the war sometimes say, “There are no atheists in foxholes.”

I don’t know if that was the most noble theological claim, but it has a ring of truth in it. When

the bullets are sailing around us and shells are bursting over us,(when we are surrounded by the

threat of fatal disease) we don’t sit back and express our theological reservations, we cry out, “Help!”

No atheists in foxholes.

I cry out to you from the depths, God—

my God, listen to my voice!

Let your ears pay close attention to my request for mercy! (130:1–2)

Will Willimon tells the story of a man who was so upset about his preaching that One Sunday

he stormed out of their congregation, vowing never to return again. Willimon was sad that this had

happened. He begged the man’s forgiveness and urged him to come back—without success.
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“Don’t worry about Joe,” said one of the matriarchs. “He’ll stumble, trip up, fall down…and then

he’ll be back.”

Though in his time at the church Joe never fell down far enough to come crawling back,

Willimon could see her point. It’s when we are down “in the depths,” as the psalmist puts it, that we

all become believers and cry, “Help!”

It’s a truism around the church for folks to say when someone is suffering from addiction,

“Well, you can’t help people until they hit rock bottom.”

I don’t necessarily believe that, but I have seen that to be true. Often we don’t ask for help until

we “hit bottom” (some major life crisis) and are forced by our circumstances to cry out “Help!”

“I hope, God.

My whole being hopes,

and I wait for God’s promise.

My whole being waits for my God—

more than the night watch waits for morning;

yes, more than the night watch waits for morning!” (130:5–6)

And would you agree with me when I say that the hard part of finding ourselves down in the

ditch, deep in the depths, hitting bottom, is the waiting? How long do we have to stay apart? How

long will it be before things get back to normal?  . . .The psalmist says, “My whole being waits for my

God—more than the night watch waits for morning; yes, more than the night watch waits for the

morning!” (v. 6)

When I hear that expression of “the night watch waiting for the morning” It makes me think of

all the war movies I watched as a kid. The sentry on duty would wait and call out a challenge to

anybody who came by, “Who goes there?” But then nobody came by.  After fifteen minutes, they
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would let their guard down, begin to yawn.

And yet they knew that their Sargent had a reputation for sneaking up on people on guard

duty, hoping to find them asleep. And if, found asleep when you were supposed to be a sentry, there

were serious consequences.

But more than that kind of boring waiting, surely the psalmist means those anguished long

night vigils that we are forced to keep while we are waiting beside the bed of a sick child, waiting for

the child’s high fever to break. Or when we are there at the end with a loved one, gasping, with the

“death rattle” and we know the end is near, but not yet. It’s the waiting that is hard. The psalmist

makes a heartfelt cry from the depths, the depths of the long night vigils, the long, difficult hours

waiting for that sadness which we don’t want to come.

Anytime we are going through trouble, it’s the waiting that makes the trouble seem even

worse.

Then the psalmist says, “Israel, wait for God!” (130:7) The Psalm moves from personal

yearning to group lament, urging everyone to learn how to wait for God.

Church, wait for God!

An urban church had once been one of  the most prominent churches in their denomination in

that part of the world. But the city had changed and with it the fortunes of the congregation. The

church had dwindled in a few decades from a couple thousand members to only a few hundred. The

church had become exhausted trying to keep the building in shape and the roof over their heads.

About that time the city began to change. The two vacant blocks around the church were

developed into apartments. The abandoned storefronts were re-occupied, and suddenly they woke

up and found themselves in the middle of a vibrant urban renewal.

“I’m so glad we didn’t bolt for the suburbs,” one of the long time members said. “We thought
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about it. There was a while there when I thought we were done for. I’m so glad we stayed. I thank

God we waited.”

I’m sure in those previous decades of struggle and decline there were clergy and parishioners

who prayed “out of the depths,” “God, we need help! Come to us, God! Listen to our prayers!”

They had endured about three long, dry decades. But they weren’t years when they did

nothing. They waited as if they were waiting for dawn to come in the morning.

And it did.

As they initiated a new ministry for their newly changing neighbourhood their new pastor stood

in the pulpit and said, “I want to thank all of you who stayed, and waited, and prayed for the morning.

If you hadn’t patiently, expectantly waited, this church wouldn’t be here to greet this new day.”

If you kept track of sins, God—

my God, who would stand a chance?

But forgiveness is with you—

that’s why you are honoured. (130:3–4)

The waiting that’s mentioned in Psalm 130 is waiting for something very specific. The psalmist

waits for forgiveness. We don’t know the sin that has cast the psalmist into the depths. The psalm

does sound old fashioned to our ears in that few of us believe that we are “in the depths” due to our

own misdeeds and mistakes, that is, our sin. When we find ourselves in some low place in life, “in the

depths,” we usually blame it on bad luck or the injustice of others.

Yet I note that AA—which has been incredibly successful in helping folks make that tough

climb out of addiction to alcohol—says it’s important to treat alcoholism as a disease. It’s an affliction

that transcends our behaviour. And yet one of the most important of the Twelve Steps of AA is

getting people to accept responsibility for their behaviour with alcohol. It’s a disease with biological,
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chemical, psychological determinants, yes, but it’s also a disease that can be helped by taking

personal responsibility.

I marvel that the psalmist—sunk deep in the depths of some painful situation—is able to call

out to God, not simply for deliverance, but also for forgiveness. Thus, Psalm 130 has been known,

down through the ages, as one of the greatest of the penitential psalms.

Whatever the cause of the psalmist’s situation, the psalmist accepts responsibility and seeks

forgiveness, noting that if God was an accountant who kept track of our sins “who would stand a

chance?” (v. 3) The psalmist, calling out from the depths, asks for forgiveness on the basis of what

the psalmist believes about the character of God. “Forgiveness is with you” (v. 4).

As Psalm 130 speaks of God’s forgiveness we are reminded that forgiveness means that God

loves us enough not to allow our past forever to enslave us. God forgives. We don’t have to languish

in the depths forever. Though our sin is a heavy burden, God lifts that burden. We can stand up,

climb out of the depths. We can breathe again. That’s forgiveness.

Israel, wait for God!

Because faithful love is with God;

because great redemption is with our God!

He is the one who will redeem Israel

from all its sin. (130:7–8)

And yet even with the waiting and with the humble, honest expression of sin, maybe this psalm

is not meant to be merely a cry of dereliction from a person or a group in the depths of despair. It’s

maybe not even a psalm about the human propensity to sin and mess up, thus bringing pain upon

ourselves and others.

Psalm 130 is perhaps best understood as a hymn to the greatness of a redemptive God. God
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is not only love but “faithful love” (v. 7). God is not only great but “great redemption is with our God”

(v. 7).

God is redemptive. That means, to put it bluntly, God likes to redeem things. God wants to fix

things. God does not abandon God’s creations even when we veer from God’s intentions for us.

When we fall face down in some deep, dark abyss, it’s the nature of the God of Israel and the church

to pull us out.

The psalm says more than the now-conventional, “Everybody falls down in the depths sooner

or later.” The psalm begins with an anguished human cry and ends with a joyful shout of praise to a

redemptive God.

The psalmist calls out to God from the depths of human anguish in the expectation that God

hears and that God cares because of who God is: the Helper. The psalmist’s cry does not seem to

arise from any sense of abandonment but from confidence and trust that God is a God who listens

and who not only listens but helps, “In God’s word do I hope” (v. 5). 

You’re broken? Wait for the Redeemer of the Broken. You’re down? God loves to reach down

and pull up out of the pit. No matter what we face God brings us out of the depths and restores us to

life. God’s spirit breathes into dry bones and makes them live. God’s voice speaks even in death, to

come out and return to the morning’s light. No matter what we face, Covid-19, loneliness, isolation,

fear, God reaches out, pulls us up, embraces us, redeems us, reminds us that we are loved,

completely, eternally. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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