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Hello! What a great weekend this is and we get to be in the Psalms one more time. There is that long Psalm, 119, that has all those verses and there are all those short Psalms and then you have Psalm 139. I got to choose which Psalm I spoke on and the folks here must know that I like that because when I chose that, one of the persons said, that’s the one we thought you would choose!  There is something about this particular song, a Psalm is a song, that is profound. It is unique in its completeness and if you could think of your best songwriter, think of the person you think is a tremendous song writer, this one is better. This is David. This is a singer songwriter. This is a guy that I like to say plays a mean guitar. They called it a harp back then. He is a shepherd boy, singer, songwriter, guitar playing, giant killing, he’s got all these things when you read his story. Scripture calls him a man after God’s own heart. He is a warrior king and, by the way, an accessory to murder and an adulterer. Whoa! How did he get in here? How did that work? It is like reading Hebrews 11 where it is the greats of the faith and you get down to this woman Rahab who is a sex worker in her apartment in the walls of Jericho. And whoa! How did she get in there? And then I think whoa! How did Foth get here? It is because the God who takes us where we are and doesn’t let us stay there and is taking us to a place where He wants us to be with Him forever and I’m grateful for that.
So here’s the singer songwriter shepherd giant-killer warrior king who, in musing and reflecting about his experiences, crams it into a song and talks about this God who is an overwhelming, take your breath away God, an all-knowing, everywhere present God. So I’ve titled my thoughts this weekend In the Presence of the Almighty.

In the presence of the Almighty. What does it mean to be in the presence of the Almighty? June 5, 1997, I was in the Rotunda of the Capitol. It was crammed with people, it had to be like 500 or 600 people crammed into that magnificent space where in the late fall, the light comes through those windows high up and it makes it like a sanctuary. It is this incredible place. There were honoring a person whose career track had brought her to meet with kings and princes and prime ministers. Some years ago, I was sitting with some Georgetown students and I said, ‘So, what would be a career track if you wanted to hang out with presidents and prime ministers and kings?’ And they said go to Harvard Law or Georgetown Law or someplace and then clerk for an appellate court judge and then maybe run for Congress and then be a Senator. I said, ‘How about being a single woman from a developing nation and early on you choose to go to one of the hardest places in the world and you pick up dying people for 50 years and then they have you meet with presidents and prime ministers and kings?’ Mother Teresa, on June 5, 1977, was receiving the Congressional Gold Medal. Her hosts were Henry Hyde, at that time a very powerful Congressman from Illinois, Newt Gingrich, Speaker of the House of Representatives, Trent Lott, and Lloyd Ogilvie, Chaplin of the Senate, and other powerful people. She had just had a heart attack not long before so she was in a wheel chair. When they wheeled her into the Rotunda, everybody came to their feet and gave her a standing ovation. And it went on for a minute. A minute is a long time and I was thinking, she hasn’t even said anything and we are on our feet cheering this person, not because she changed nations by policy but because she changed lives by service and she is around the world in terms of impact of her heart for the sick and the dying. When I look at that, there is something about her presence that did not countenance a response in words, that when she came into the room, you wanted to respond. 
Psalm 139 is like that. It talks about the presence of God. Listen to how it reads. 

1 You have searched me, Lord,
    and you know me.
2 You know when I sit and when I rise;
    you perceive my thoughts from afar.
3 You discern my going out and my lying down;
    you are familiar with all my ways.
4 Before a word is on my tongue
    you, Lord, know it completely.
5 You hem me in behind and before,
    and you lay your hand upon me.
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me,
    too lofty for me to attain.
7 Where can I go from your Spirit?
    Where can I flee from your presence?
8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there;
    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.
9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn,
    if I settle on the far side of the sea,
10 even there your hand will guide me,
    your right hand will hold me fast.
11 If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me
    and the light become night around me,”
12 even the darkness will not be dark to you;
    the night will shine like the day,
    for darkness is as light to you.
13 For you created my inmost being;
    you knit me together in my mother’s womb.
14 I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made;
    your works are wonderful,
    I know that full well.
15 My frame was not hidden from you
    when I was made in the secret place,
    when I was woven together in the depths of the earth.
16 Your eyes saw my unformed body;
    all the days ordained for me were written in your book
    before one of them came to be.
17 How precious to me are your thoughts, God!
    How vast is the sum of them!
18 Were I to count them,
    they would outnumber the grains of sand—
    when I awake, I am still with you.
19 If only you, God, would slay the wicked!
    Away from me, you who are bloodthirsty!
20 They speak of you with evil intent;
    your adversaries misuse your name.
21 Do I not hate those who hate you, Lord,
    and abhor those who are in rebellion against you?
22 I have nothing but hatred for them;
    I count them my enemies.
23 Search me, God, and know my heart;
    test me and know my anxious thoughts.
24 See if there is any offensive way in me,
    and lead me in the way everlasting.
These are the reflections of a traveled man. He has seen things and done things and experienced life. He has achieved much and he has blown much and he has suffered much. But when I read this, words like majestic, sovereign, intimate, vulnerable, which often don’t seem to go together, they are all in here. The Psalmist here, David, addresses God directly. He uses his personal name, Yahweh, several times and he uses the second person pronoun, you. He uses that ten times in six verses. You have searched, you know, you discern, you have searched me. By acknowledging God’s presence and power so strongly by saying this is how you are, he shines the light on his own frailty. 

So, this passage is in four categories. The first part is He knows. He knows everything. He knows my now, my actions, my thoughts, my words. He knows my past, from my mother’s womb, we’ll come back to that. He knows my future.
Abraham Maslow was a psychologist back in the day and he has this thing called Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Many of you know about it. The basic needs are water and food. It is physiological. The second need is shelter for safety. Then it goes up to social needs to have people and then self-esteem and then he comes to this thing called self-actualization, which I don’t know about. But the thing is, the esteem needs and the social needs of a person, the things that make me feel human, right in there, I believe, is the need to be known. There are lots of things where I say, well, I need power or I need the will to do this. I would submit to you that the need to be known and still wanted is one of the most powerful needs in the world. And here is the Psalmist saying, God, you know me. And God saying yes I do. Is that a threat or an encouragement? When I think people know stuff about me, I don’t know, I don’t necessarily want that. We live in a day when people know all kinds of stuff about all kinds of people, some of which is even true! 

I grew up in sort of a revivalistic church and preachers would come through and preach strong and they would talk real loud. I was 14 years old and I was just sitting there and I was checking the girl out and the preacher would say, ‘God knows what you are thinking!’ and I would go whoa! But He already knows and I’m still here. So we have a gracious God!

It is a comfort to be known and still wanted. We are a mixed bag, we people, of experiences and choices and if God doesn’t know some things we don’t, then He is not much of a God. And if He doesn’t show us grace, we are done! We are dust! We are dead meat! He has insight. He has oversight. He has foresight. Pretty much all I have is hindsight. I say man I probably shouldn’t have done that! He knows and He still wants us. He is present. He is here. He is there. He is everywhere. He is in the room. He is filling the space. That God, this God that David is speaking of, is present here this weekend right in this place. You say what does He look like? Well, sort of, He looks like you because you brought Him in some way, his Spirit being in you brings Him to this space. But even if we weren’t here, He is still present. In DC, we talk about heavy weights. We talk about someone who is larger than life. We say she walked in and took over the room. Well, you want somebody who takes over the room, this God. This one who knows and still wants me. This one who knows and still cares enough to guide me. This one who knows, that is somebody who takes over the room and He is everywhere. There is nowhere I can go, nowhere I can reside, nowhere I can end up that He is not there.
I love that poem written many years ago called the Hound of Heaven. I don’t think I have this quite right but He is the God who chases us up the days and down the years. The a different poet said He hunts me down and finds me hiding behind my successes and my guilts and He tags me and says you’re it! And I believe He means it! This God who is present here, there and everywhere and whatever or wherever I am, the Scriptures say his right hand holds me fast. That phrase ‘right hand’ has to do with authority. You say this person sitting at the guy’s right hand, that’s supposed to be the strong one, if you will. He holds me fast. When the storms come, when things hammer at me, He is the steadying person in my life. He is the gyroscope that holds me steady.
I was with a friend who was before a Senate subcommittee some years ago being grilled, and all those things have political influence and consequence, so if you are on the other side, you get hammered by the other side. Some of the stuff is true and some of it is drama and some of it is for C-Span, so I was sitting there and they were working him, just hammering him and he keeps his aplomb and he is steady, and in the break, I went to him and I’ll call him Harry, I said, ‘Harry, these guys are just working you over and that stuff they are saying isn’t true! How are you handling this?’ He looked at me and said, ‘You know, there are millions and millions of people around the world as we speak who are suffering terribly, horrific things, and this is not it.’

His right hand will hold you fast. His stability overwhelms my insecurities and my obsessions. The things that drive me to run over you because I want to be somebody, his stability saves me from having to do that. His stability saves me from having to prove myself to you or to myself or my parents at every turn. This is the one whose hand holds me fast. 

Thirdly, He creates. We have just heard the wonderful song based on this Scripture that we are fearfully and wonderfully made. Sometimes when we see the word ‘fearfully’ it is a scary word. The word, the core idea behind it is awe or reverence. He has made us reverentially. That’s an interesting idea! Awesome is a word we hear a lot. I come from California roots where peanut butter is awesome, or pizza, or if you get a really good wave, that is awesome. No, no. I tell my kids and grandkids not to use the word that way. Here’s where you want to use awesome, right here. He brings us into the world and He takes us out of the world. He designed us in intricate, unbelievable ways. I’m not a doctor or the son of a doctor, but I like reading facts about the human body. I’m looking out at you and every face is different, every structure is different, every person here has unique ears. It is an amazing thing how bones and joints and ligaments and muscles work. I recently had a little pain in a rotator cuff and I went and they were talking to me and they said the shoulder, unlike the knee or the hip is this unbelievably complex mix of muscles and stuff and I was listening to this, and I’ve got two of those! But think about your heart, a three-quarter pound pump in your chest muscle that beats on average 70 beats a minute 24 hours a day. That’s 100,000 beats a day, millions of beats over 70 or 80 years. It just keeps going. When I get scared, it goes faster. Or when I see Ruth across a crowded room and she gives me that look, it goes a lot faster. Or she gives me the other look that I’m in trouble, then it really goes faster! 

Many of you know that 14 months ago, Ruth’s heart stopped because the electrical system shorted out and she died, essentially, right beside me. Sudden cardiac death is what they called it. On the anniversary of that, this happened in Estes Park, Colorado, she baked eight apple pies. She is a great apple pie maker! We took them to Estes Park. We took two to the ICU unit in Loveland where she was rehabbed. And we took two to the fire guys and we took two to the EMS emergency room people. We have a nephew who works in a hospital and we said, ‘Should we take flowers or pies?’ And he said, ‘Take pies!’ And we took two to the police department in Estes Park. Three of their officers had received lifesaving awards in March for saving her life last May, for being the first responders. We walked in and the young man who was the first guy in the room the day it happened, we hadn’t ever met him until that day, he was there with his wife and 16 month old daughter, we gave him his own pie. He got his own pie. So we were standing there and the police officers and the detectives are all in the squad room and the captain turns to me and says, ‘We know that you pray, would you pray for us?’ And out of that, I got to pray for the whole police department! All the detectives and all the officers.  You say, what does that have to do with Psalm 139? Well, we need to thank God that He has fearfully and wonderfully made us. We need to thank God that He gives us brains so we can learn how to do chest compressions and make vehicles that get there in a hurry. You can just track it out yourself, you don’t need me to do that. Or your blood? I was at the doctor just the other day for a check-up. When you are older, you talk a lot about doctors! So I was there for a check-up and my doctor is a wonderful, believing, graduate of the Air Force Academy and all this stuff and he said, ‘The blood is a fascinating thing, Dick, you have this engine in your bone marrow that creates red corpuscles, and some of you are medical people so if I get it wrong, just go with me. He said, ‘Little pieces of that break off and they are called platelets and they go out if you get a cut, they clot and do all these things, and you’ve got millions of them and they are microscopic and each one of those platelets, we have discovered recently, have 300 proteins in it, and we only know what 10 of those proteins do!’ But God knows! We don’t know but we get to discover what He already knows. That is what we call science. And the brain! For me to pick up this Bible and put it down is 400 separate chemical reactions from my brain to my hand, bam! Just like that. And for me to say great to be here this weekend is an unbelievable process from one side of my brain to the other. And for me to hold a microphone and pick up this Bible and walk around and keep speaking in whole sentences, we are awesomely made! This is the God who is the awesome God who does awesome things and it is called you.  
A fellow named Daniel Levitin who wrote a book called This is Your Brain on Music. Music is one of the deepest things. It is amazing what your brain does with music and how it responds. I saw a short on a flight where they took Sting, you know who Sting is? Even I know who Sting is! They put sensors on his head and put him in an MRI deal just to see where his brain would light up when they played different music. They played rock and roll and rhythm and blues and they classical and country and all kinds of music and different parts of his brain lighted up, except when they played elevator music! Then nothing lighted up when they played elevator music. And when he got out, they told him and he looked at them and said, ‘I hate elevator music.’ Anyway, science is that spectacular process by which we discover what God already knows because He designed us. The thing science struggles with is the spirit. We are not just body. We are not just emotions that are centered in the frontal cortex. I am not just that. You can observe spirit but you can’t measure it. How many pounds of spirit do we have in this place? How many inches of spirit? There is no way! John says you can see the wind where it blows but that is the way you know it is in play. 

We are designed at the core of us as spiritual beings with receptors to a God we can’t see, to a God who speaks life into us by his Spirit and when we respond to Him, his hidden kingdom opens up to us and we start seeing things in a different way. We start seeing people in a different way. We start seeing our purpose in life in a different way. How we are designed? Awesome!
Then he goes on to say I am overwhelmed, your thoughts are too much. But I do have this other thought, by the way, those guys that hate you, that speak against you, I just want you to know that I hate them. I would like you to know that so why don’t you just take them out! Why don’t you just vaporize them? That’s my language. It doesn’t say how God responds but it is almost like He would say, ‘Why would I do that because they are like you?’ All of us have challenges. Just because they speak against my name. There are millions of people in the world who used to speak against his name and He found them and tagged them and said, ‘You’re it!’ And they respond now to his name. 
Then he goes on to say, if there is any wicked way in me, why don’t we talk about that? So in those last verses, he starts looking at his life and he says have at me, sort it out, look me over, look into me, use those infrared eyes. God looks at Foth’s life, at my life, my life in front of God is an open book and it is very light reading. This is the God who knows me, created me, is everywhere, ever present, still wants me.

So, to wrap this up, I am designed to be in God’s presence. I benefit from God’s presence. Language is interesting isn’t it? It sort of defines us, whether you speak German or English. Or if you speak English, what flavor do you speak? Do you speak American English? Do you speak the King’s English? Do you speak Spanglish? Or do you speak Pigeon? The words we use, we have all kinds of words we use. Some are quaint, some are strong, some are short, Teutonic words and other words we don’t use any more, like balderdash or jabberwocky or stuff like that. But there is a word in Hebrew that leaves me feeling empty. It symbolizes all is lost and it is used in Samuel when Israel was wandering away from God. God had called him to Himself and they just wandered off and then they got in a fight with a tribe called the Philistines and they took the Arc of the Covenant which was supposed to carry the presence of God and they took it into battle and God had pulled away and they lost and they lost the Arc of the Covenant. There was a boy born at that time and the mother called the boy Ichabod. Ichabod means the glory has left. It is like the worst word in the language to me. There is that phrase where Jesus, at the end of the gospel, says, ‘There will be people who use my name but they don’t follow Me and when they come to Me, I will say depart from Me, I never knew you.’  What a horrific thing! What a terrible thing when the glory has departed. 

Whatever else this song, Psalm 139 is, it is an acknowledgment of truth. God did and does it all. He knows it all. He creates it all. He is present in it all. He responds to it all. And 1,000 years later, Paul writes things like, in Philippians, that I may know Him, or Romans, what can separate me from the love of Christ.

I was 16 years old and I met a guy named Robert Cummings. Robert Cummings was an old missionary to India. He was younger than I am now but to me he was, like, gone. He was a linguist. He was an enthusiast for Jesus. He was a practical mystic. He had this relationship with God. I call people practical mystics who are two inches off the floor but not off the wall. These are people who seem to have this sense for a God they can’t see that when you are in their presence, they don’t have to talk. You just hang out and you think maybe it will rub off. He was one of those kind of guys and he was a tremendous tennis player, even at his age. So I challenged him to a tennis game. I was 16. I was young and I could move. But he stood in one place on the tennis court and ran me all over the court. I lost by 28 sets or whatever they are in tennis. It was unbelievable! And he wrote one time in a little pamphlet this: 

I was in India and I needed God’s presence. I needed to know every day that He was real. It was a tough setting. It was a hard fight in terms of the elements and poverty and all those things and I said, ‘God I just need you to overwhelm me with your Spirit. Just pour your Spirit out on me.’ Then God said, ‘I want to do it but I’d like your tennis racquet.’ Bob said, ‘What?’ God said, ‘Your tennis racquet Bob.’ Bob said, ‘God, that’s the only exercise I get, why would You want my tennis racquet?’  God said, ‘I just want to know if I can have your tennis racquet?’ Bob said that night, figuratively and literally, I put my tennis racquet, this thing that I enjoyed and it was good for me, I just put it there on the altar and when I did that, I was overwhelmed by his majesty and by his awesomeness and by his grace and by his power and by his joy and by his peace. Then God gave me back my tennis racquet, it means nothing to God, but He never gave me back my heart. 
He says you are fearfully and wonderfully  made and I did that. So why don’t we, you and I, do this life thing together. Let’s do this thing. Pray with me.

Father, thank You for your grace. Thank You that You not only are the awesome God but that You have awesomely made us, that You have fearfully and wonderfully made us for yourself and for your people and for the world. Help us to be open to your presence every day in our lives. Lord, at this age in my life, I want to know your presence every day, in every situation. I want to know that your right hand holds me fast and that You are still creating through me in some way because that is who You are. So for the one who finds themselves this week in a pressure situation and they don’t know what they are going to say or how they are going to do it or what is going to be the outcome, give them peace that passes all logic. Wrap them in your strong right hand and hold them tight, we pray. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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