

A SACRAMENTAL WORLD – Psalm 148

The Rev. Dr. Richard W. Reifsnyder


1st Presbyterian Church


Winchester, VA


October 2, 2011 – World Communion Sunday



Praise him, sun and moon; praise him you shining stars!



Praise the Lord…mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!



  Wild animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds!



Praise the Lord!








Psalm 148:3,9-10, 14


This 148th Psalm is illustrative of those portions of Scripture which simply explode with a sense of God's presence in our world.  There is no need of words, the text suggests!  Orangutans and sycamore trees and orca whales and pumpkin vines and fleecy clouds---they all praise God by their very presence, simply by being what they were created to be.  Skirting the edges of pantheism, these creation psalms can't fathom why we don't experience God everywhere, in every drop of rain, in every trumpet call of the elephant, in every chrysanthemum bursting into full flower.  It is just so obvious.   The whole world is "charged with the grandeur of God," poet Gerard Manley Hopkins put it, and, at least some of the time, we concur. 

We are given an expansive view of the natural world and urged to experience the divine outside the confines of ecclesiastical religion.   These psalmists got it right when they suggested God is not limited to the church.  Solomon knew that 3000 years ago. Even as he dedicated the Temple itself to be the center of Jewish worship, he declared,   "Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, O God, much less this house that I have built." (I Chronicles 6:18)


But I wonder if our 21st century conceit isn't something different—a desire to disconnect the spiritual from those particular and often messy manifestations of faith found in the specifics of religious practice.  


My current favorite religious commentator is Lillian Daniel (one of whose books we are using in the Sunday School Class on testimonies).  Do any of you resonate with her discomfort when you get into those conversations with people who explain they are "spiritual but not religious" as if that is some kind of daring insight, unique and bold in its rebellion against the religious status quo.  

Next thing you know, Daniel writes in an essay in Christian Century , "these 'spiritual but not religious' folks are telling me that they find God in the sunsets.  They are always finding God in the sunsets.  And in walks on the beach.  Sometimes I think these people never leave the beach or the mountains, what with all that communing with God they do on hilltops, hiking trails and….did I mention the beach at sunset yet?


"Like people who go to church don't see God in the sunset! Like we are these monastic little hermits who never leave the church building.  How lucky we are to have them inform us God is in nature.  As if we don't hear that in the psalms, the creation stories, and through our deep tradition." 


Daniel is getting a little sarcastic here, don't you get her point?   Spirituality, to be sure, is not ethereal fluff; it is rooted in the earthiness of our material world.  But it is an earthiness which is not romanticized nor sentimental, but sacramental in the sense of being very concrete, very particular.  Being privately spiritual but not religious doesn't interest me.  There is nothing challenging about having deep thoughts by oneself.  What is interesting is "doing this work in community, where other people might call you on stuff, or even disagree with you.  Where life with God gets rich and provocative is when you dig deeply into a tradition that you did not invent all for yourself."


Christianity is religion of incarnation, which begins with the belief that God became human for us and our salvation, as the Nicene Creed puts it, in the particular person of Jesus of Nazareth.     "God was man in Palestine," British poet laureate John Betjeman puts it, "and lives today in bread and wine."    The bread and wine which points to the body and blood, and which we can see and touch and taste and smell testifies to the deep earthiness of our faith.     The very particularity of this sacrament, the very specificity of it, is intended to make us more deeply conscious of the real presence of Christ throughout our world.   We need to grasp God in the concrete, in the particular, precisely so we can be tuned in to seeing that this is a God breathed, God charged world. 

I like the Roman Catholic concept of "sacramentals."  In addition to the traditional sacraments of baptism and holy communion (and 5 others), that tradition  highlights the truth that we engage in numerous other practices –from offering a blessing when we eat to greeting people with a hug or handshake-- which offer the possibility of being "visible signs of invisible grace (to use Augustine's classic definition of a sacrament).  Sacramentals are practices which enhance our capacity to have eyes which see, ears to hear, hearts to discover that the world really is charged with the grandeur of God, that our whole world, our entire life is sacramental.  

During the heyday of the Peanuts cartoon craze, I used to have a poster with Linus, the child philosopher of the strip, declaring with arm uplifted, "I love humanity, it's people I can't stand."   It was a reminder that it's easy to be "spiritual" in general, to have a love for humanity in general; but it's the particular cases—the officious know it all at work, the meddling aunt, the opinionated neighbor-- that can be challenging.  That's why the Christian religion is earthy, concrete, particular.  That's where the tough stuff of believing takes place.  


Occasionally someone will suggest to me that one doesn't need to be in church to encounter God.  "I can find God on my back deck, or in my boat or on the golf course.  And of course, that is true, but the question is "do you?"  And simply because the name of God is spoken on the golf course doesn't mean God is pleased!  Most of us need to be able to worship and try our hand at encountering God   in a particular place, at a particular time, in order to train ourselves to encounter the living God in the world beyond these doors.   

Genuine spirituality is rooted in the particular, the concrete, the tradition.  We believe in the power of love to transform the world, because we have learned what it is to love a spouse or a child or a parent even when they are behaving in unlovable ways.   We believe that being peacemakers in the dicey world of hostile nations and peoples is not naïve but necessary because we have striven to be at peace with that person in the next pew over who we've disputed with in business or politics or even at a church meeting. 


There is a saying that whatever it might seem, all politics is local.  The same might be said about faith, not because faith is parochial, narrow, but precisely the opposite.  It is because we have experienced God present in this culture, through forms that are familiar to us—sitting in pews listening to organ and anthems-- that we have confidence to affirm that God is present in settings very unfamiliar to us—to believe God is present as people gather for communion throughout the world,  in quiet secret gatherings in Iran where God's name is whispered, or in exuberant dance filled celebrations accompanied by tambourine and drum in central Africa, or in giant ornate churches filled with the sounds of  marimba and guitar in Guatemala.   It is because we have learned to know Christ in the breaking of bread, here, now, in this place, that we come to see God in the unexpected places—yes, the sunset on the beach, but as well in the cancer ward, on the battlefield, in the tough business meeting,  in the school classroom and cafeteria.  It is our rootedness in religion, the faith of our fathers, the faith of our mothers, that trains us to live in a sacramental world, where God is present and may be praised in the most unanticipated of ways.  
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST
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