Sunday Devotion

August 9, 2020

Find a quiet place by yourself or with another and
come to God.

This week’s devotion was written by Rev. Amy
Ruhf, Resident Minister at the First Presbyterian
Church of Ann Arbor and former Seminary
Intern of Forest Grove
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HYMN SING
#451 Open My Eyes, That I May See

1 Open my eyes, that I may see glimpses of truth thou hast for me.
Place in my hands the wonderful key that shall unclasp and set me free.
Silently now I wait for thee, ready, my God, thy will to see.

Open my eyes; illumine me, Spirit divine!

3 Open my mouth, and let me bear gladly the warm truth everywhere.
Open my heart, and let me prepare love with thy children thus to share.
Silently now I wait for thee, ready, my God, thy will to see.

Open my heart, illumine me, Spirit divine!

#462 1 Love to Tell the Story

1 I'love to tell the story of unseen things above, 3 I'love to tell the story, of those who know it best

of Jesus and his glory, of Jesus and his love. Seem hungering and thirsting to hear it, like the rest.

I love to tell the story, because I know ‘tis true; And when, in scenes of glory, I sing the new, new song,

it satisfies my longings as nothing else can do. ‘twill be the old, old story that I have loved so long. Refrain
Refrain:

I love to tell the story; ‘twill be my theme in glory
to tell the old, old story of Jesus and his love.

CALL TO WORSHIP

When we long for the special effects we think life should offer:

it is enough, for us, that God comes in a soft, summer shower.
When we our hearts are cracked by the drought of doubt:

it is enough, for us, that God opens up the fountains of faith for us.
When our senses are deadened by the sales pitches of our culture:

it is enough, for us, that God wraps us in the silence of grace.




OPENING PRAYER

Holy God of wind and fire; dance through this room today.

Holy God of earthquakes and illness; share our tears of sadness and pain.

Holy God of creation and new beginnings; show us again your vision of healing and wholeness.

HYMN #22 God of the Sparrow

1 God of the sparrow 3 God of the rainbow 5 God of the neighbor

God of the whale God of the cross God of the foe

God of the swirling stars God of the empty grave God of the pruning hook

How does the creature say Awe How does the creature say Grace How does the creature say Love
How does the creature say Praise =~ How does the creature say Thanks How does the creature say Peace
2 God of the earthquake 4 God of the hungry 6 God of the ages

God of the storm God of the sick God near at hand

God of the trumpet blast God of the prodigal God of the loving heart

How does the creature cry Woe How does the creature say Care How do your children say Joy
How does the creature cry Save How does the creature say Life How do your children say Home

CALL TO CONFESSION

We are ever in God’s care but we find excuses not to be attentive to God focusing instead on our own desires. So
turn your heart around toward the ever present God to confess your failures and shortcomings knowing that God is
ever eager to forgive you and offer you new and abundant life.

PRAYER OF BROKENESS

God, we confess that we do not always understand your ways. We are easily discouraged when life takes
unexpected turns and our carefully laid plans and dreams come to nothing. We confess that we are quick to
give up when things get difficult, and quick to question your presence and your power. Forgive us.

Grant us patience to wait for your good timing. Open our eyes to recognize your leading in our lives— to
listen for your gentle whisper when we least expect it. And then give us courage to step out in faith and
obedience, trusting in your leading even when we cannot yet see the outcome.

We praise you for your faithful love, and pray that you would make us worthy to bear your name. Amen.

WORDS OF BLESSING AND ASSURANCE

God hears your cries and heals your wounded heart. God is preparing you for good things to come. Place your
trust in God who has always loved you and will always love you. Remember that Jesus died for you. Jesus
forgives you. Jesus loves you. Jesus is good to you. Amen.

13T SCRIPTURE LESSON Psalm 145: 13b— 19

The Lord is trustworthy in all he promises
and faithful in all he does.
" The Lord upholds all who fall
and lifts up all who are bowed down.
'3 The eyes of all look to you,
and you give them their food at the proper time.
'Y ou open your hand
and satisfy the desires of every living thing.
"7 The Lord is righteous in all his ways
and faithful in all he does.



8 The Lord is near to all who call on him,
to all who call on him in truth.

Y He fulfills the desires of those who fear him;
he hears their cry and saves them.

2" SCRIPTURE LESSON Job 28:12-28

12 “But where shall wisdom be found?

And where is the place of understanding?

B Mortals do not know the way to it,

and it is not found in the land of the living.

1 The deep says, ‘It is not in me,’

and the sea says, ‘It is not with me.’

1 It cannot be gotten for gold,

and silver cannot be weighed out as its price.

1o It cannot be valued in the gold of Ophir,
in precious onyx or sapphire.

17 Gold and glass cannot equal it,

nor can it be exchanged for jewels of fine gold.
18 No mention shall be made of coral or of crystal;
the price of wisdom is above pearls.

1 The chrysolite of Ethiopia cannot compare with it,
nor can it be valued in pure gold.

20 “Where then does wisdom come from?
And where is the place of understanding?

2l It is hidden from the eyes of all living,
and concealed from the birds of the air.

2 Abaddon and Death say,

‘We have heard a rumor of it with our ears.’

> “God understands the way to it,

and he knows its place.

24 For he looks to the ends of the earth,
and sees everything under the heavens.

» When he gave to the wind its weight,
and apportioned out the waters by measure;

26 when he made a decree for the rain,
and a way for the thunderbolt;

27 then he saw it and declared it;

he established it, and searched it out.

28 And he said to humankind,

‘Truly, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom;
and to depart from evil is understanding.’ ”’

SERMON

Picture for me if you will, someone whom you consider to be wise. It could be a real person, or a movie character,
or a book character. Have you pictured that person? What do they look like? Are they young, old, or somewhere
in the middle? Where are they from? What is their vocation? How do they spend their days? What types of things
do they do or say that make you think of them as wise?

As I started thinking about how I would answer each of these questions, I started picturing a myriad of people
whom I’ve read or learned about, or met. But as I stopped to think, the image that kept coming back to me was the



character “the Giver” from a novel by Lois Lowry of the same name. The giver was the only person in a utopic
society who held the collective memories of the society and the world. Everyone else in the society is “the same”
they are strictly regimented. People are matched in marriage, and each couple is given 2 children for whom they
are responsible to raise. It is a community devoid of feeling, and emotion, of color and of diversity. And the
people of that community are ignorant to the fact that something else exists, with the exception of the giver and
receiver of memory who alone understands the deep mix of characteristics and emotions that ordinarily make up a
society. The giver is charged with holding all of the collective memories and with feeling all the emotions of the
society so that he or she may advise the elders how to avoid the precipitating events that lead to pain and
destruction. The giver is the wisened person who, alone, understands all that has transpired throughout the history
of the society, and who feels all the emotion attached to those events.

The opening of our scripture today asks us these two questions: Where shall wisdom be found? And where is the
place of understanding?

The book of Job is one of the most perplexing books in the Hebrew Bible. From a historical perspective, it is
nearly impossible to determine if Job was a real person or if the book of Job was written as an allegory. Either
way, when we encounter Job in today’s text, Job has lost everything, he has lost his family, he has lost his health,
he has lost his home, and he has done nothing to deserve all the loss he has received. Now, Job had had a pretty
good life up until he lost everything. He had a large family, he owned a substantial sum of land, and wealth, he
was of upright character. But then the adversary decides that Job’s uprightness and faith should be tested, and
perhaps the piece that is hardest to stomach is that God allows such testing. Job wants to understand, he wants to
find some reason for everything that has been happening to him. He wants to know why.

I don’t know about you, but “why” is a question I’ve been asking with some frequency lately. Why this virus?
Why so much death? Why such hatred in the world? Why systemic Racism? Why white privilege? Why violence?
Why oppression? Why? Why does a benevolent God allow terrible things to happen to good people? Now that is
an age-old question; one humans have asked of God from the very beginning of time — if God is good and loving,
why does God allow terrible things to happen? It is this question that makes belief in God as a benevolent creator
so difficult for so many. How can an all-powerful, loving God allow such suffering in the world? We can try to
search for that answer, and it would take our entire collective lifetimes, and we still would not find it. It is simply
one of those things that we do not understand. It is beyond our comprehension. For the time in which we find
ourselves, Job is an essential book of scripture. Job not only suffers but Job indicts God for allowing Job to suffer.
And even in indicting God, Job remains blameless and upright of character. Job, even in questioning God, does
not falter in his belief in God as benevolent creator of the universe.

But Job does want to understand. He seeks wisdom to answer his questions of Why. Above all else, Job wants an
explanation, and really, I think we all do similarly. If we can understand what is happening, then we think that our
pain will diminish. If only we had a reason for it, something that we could comprehend, some way to understand,
something that makes sense... Job’s search for wisdom takes him to the farthest reaches of the earth. The depths
of the sea, and the deepest caverns, don’t know it; the land on which he walks and lives and has his being doesn’t
contain it either. He knows also that he cannot buy it, not for any price. Wisdom it seems is so elusive that neither
Life nor death has any inkling of it but a rumor.

Now, God’s practical wisdom may be found by observation and reflection, yet God’s relational wisdom while
offered to us is elusive, easily missed, not found by human ingenuity, hidden from those who do not observe,
hidden from fools, and cannot be bought. For ‘God understands the way to it and God alone knows where it
dwells’, says Job. Why is it so elusive? It is because true wisdom involves fearing the LORD, and because folly is
so attractive and seductive, and because despite our wisdom we cannot control the outcome of our actions. And it
is elusive because wisdom is morally and behaviorally demanding. It demands prudence, discretion, self-discipline,
integrity, humility, sound judgment, hard work, acceptance of correction, keeping promises, generosity, and wise
and honest speech. As Graeme Goldsworthy wrote, ‘The fear of the Lord means that the Israelite had to see



himself as a redeemed but still imperfect person, in a redeemed but still imperfect world." The fear of the LORD is
profound respect which causes us to acknowledge creaturely dependence upon God.

The wisdom of the redeemed is in letting go. Redemption doesn’t mean that we are perfect, it means that we know
our imperfections but know more deeply that there is a God who loves us despite our imperfections. Human
wisdom involves letting go of what we know, what we want, what we think. It involves a willingness on our part
to have our lenses changed, and to view the world in which we live in a new way. It involves us being open to
God’s wisdom which is vastly different from our own. It involves us letting go of the myth that we must master
everything that comes into our purview — that we must be perfect. It involves embracing the idea that perhaps
what we perceive as failure is not as bad a thing as we have been conditioned to think it, but rather that it lays the
foundation for new beginnings. The relational wisdom of God is perhaps most difficult for us to embrace or
comprehend because the relational wisdom of God does not come without cost to us. If we are seeking after God’s
wisdom, then we must give something up.

Right now, where I find myself seeking God’s wisdom most, is in the long and arduous journey toward racial
justice and antiracism. And as I seek God’s wisdom in this arena, I am confronted with the fact that I am
inadequate to the task at hand of dismantling the systemic injustice of racism; I am inadequate to the task of
eradicating my own whiteness; I am inadequate in attempting to lead others towards a path of racial justice and
antiracism. I can learn as much as I can. I can do the deep and difficult internal work of seeing myself in a different
light — in the light of white privilege that is far easier and far safer for me to ignore. My finite wisdom is not
enough, and it will never be enough. Seeking God’s relational wisdom as I work towards a more racially just world
requires me to recognize that I have tried and failed, I will try again and fail again, but I can, I must fail better.

Learning to let go of the things that I have always known and always accepted is costly. It makes me question
everything I have thought about myself. It makes me confront feelings of guilt and shame that live deep within me.
Knowing that I am inadequate and will fail time and again, and that I have very little power to effect change in
anyone else can be disheartening. But it is also the place from where things can begin anew; where things can
begin to grow. Tremper Longman writes, “Fearing God is the heart of wisdom, because it demonstrates at a gut
level that a person knows that they are not the center of the universe, but rather are dependent on God.”™ The God
who is all wisdom is the same God who created the world, who loves the world and everything in it.

This is what Job comes to find as he reflects on God’s laying of the foundations of the earth and control over the
elements. God’s wisdom is very different from the finite understanding of human wisdom, but that doesn’t mean
that we shouldn’t seek God’s wisdom. To seek the wisdom of God is to seek God’s very self. Not only does God
sustain this universe by God’s endless might, regulate it by God’s wisdom, preserve it by God’s goodness... but
also that no drop will be found either of wisdom and light... or genuine truth, which does not flow from God, and
of which God is not the cause. It is this God who holds all things in god’s hand and grants wisdom to people to do
God’s work in the world. So while I am inadequate, while each of us is inadequate in some way, God is more than
adequate and will grant us the wisdom we need to begin again, as many times as it takes.

So what does that mean for us as we seek the wisdom of God in the here and now? When a pandemic assaults us,
when systems of white power and privilege perpetuate systems of racial injustice. What does it look like for us to
let go and begin anew? I think as Samuel Beckett put it, it means we try again, we fail again and we fail better,
knowing that we are reliant upon God for all that we have, and all that we are. As womanist theologian and
ethicist, Emilie Townes writes, “We know that loving and caring for others and ourselves interrupts the mundane
and comfortable in us, and calls to us to move beyond ourselves and accept a new agenda for living. When we
truly live in this deep-walking hope that we claim as Christian people, then we must order and shape our lives in
ways that are not always predictable, not always safe, rarely conventional, and protests with prophetic fury the sins
of a world that encourage us to separate our bodies from our spirits, our minds from our hearts, our beliefs from
our action.”™ As we seek after wisdom, let us do so with open minds, open eyes, and open hearts that are willing to
let go of what we have known, or what we expect, or what we plan; to even let go of our own feeble



understanding, in order to embrace something new... a new beginning that begins with the everydayness of moral
action. Maybe seeking God’s wisdom looks like the everydayness of listening closely when people talk or don’t
talk to hear what they are saying both in their speech and in their silence. Maybe it looks like the everydayness of
sharing a meal with someone whom you have never shared one before. Maybe it looks like the everydayness of
facing heartache and disappointment, joy and love. Maybe it looks like the everydayness of facing people who
expect us to lead them somewhere or at least point them in the right direction and walk beside them. Maybe it
looks like the everydayness of giving up some of our power to empower another. Maybe seeking wisdom looks
like getting up, to try again, to fail again, and to fail better, knowing that the God who made the universe is the
ultimate source of wisdom and will give us the wisdom and the strength that we need to do so time, and time again.
We do not need to know all things and to understand all things, we only need to know that the God, who is wisdom
does.

PASTORAL PRAYER

When we feel compelled to push everything to its limits, especially you, Holy One, it is enough that your grace can
slow us down. When we stand naked and exposed to the buffeting winds of our doubts and questions. It is enough,
Healing Servant, that you clothe us in your peace, and put our minds at ease. When we are entangled in that legion
of worries and fears which consume our lives, it is enough, Spirit of Silence, that you untie the knots and set us
free. It is enough, God in Community, Holy in One, that you are with us even as we pray as Jesus has taught us,
saying, Our Father ...

HYMN #353 My Hope is Built on Nothing Less

1 My hope is built on nothing less 3 His oath, his covenant, his blood

than Jesus' blood and righteousness; support me in the whelming flood;

I dare not trust the sweetest frame, when all around my soul gives way,

but wholly lean on Jesus' name. he then is all my hope and stay (Refrain)
Refrain: 4 When he shall come with trumpet sound,
On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand; O may I then in him be found,

all other ground is sinking sand; dressed in his righteousness alone,

All other ground is sinking sand; faultless to stand before the throne. (Refrain)

2 When darkness seems to hide his face,

I rest on his unchanging grace;

in every high and stormy gale,

my anchor holds within the veil. (Refrain)

BENEDICTION

Friends, go out today seeking God’s wisdom in all that you do, and in all that you say.
As you go may the wisdom of God enfold you

the grace of Christ console you,

the love of the Spirit fill you

this day and forevermore.
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