Imagining the God Who Comes to Be with Us:
The Rock Who Steadies Us
Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26

One of the things I remember most about the congregation I belonged to during college is the children’s times the senior minister did. It’s not so much that I remember individual children’s times as the way Dan led that portion of the service.


Each week he would send a medium-sized box with a lid home with a different child. The next Sunday that child was to bring the box back with something inside. The contents of the box would be a surprise until Dan opened the lid. He then would reflect on whatever he found inside.


I remember being amazed that week after week Dan offered a reflection that spoke to the children in a special way. While I can’t recall details about most of Dan’s children’s times, I do remember one in particular.


It was Mother’s Day. When Dan opened the box, he discovered that the child had brought a rock. Dan—who rarely was at a loss for words during children’s time—took the rock from the box and held it.


Then, after a brief pause, he said, “There are many things one could say about a rock on Mother’s Day. Now if I could think of just one.”

Talking about a rock on this last Sunday of Advent may feel a bit the same. The other lectionary readings for today would have allowed us to reflect on the prophet Nathan’s delivery of a divine covenant to the household of David or the angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary about the impending birth of a child who would change her life, as well as that of the world, or the stirring words of the song Mary offered in response. But instead we’re supposed to talk about a rock.

This morning we heard a few verses from Psalm 89. At the heart of this marathon of a psalm is the question of faithfulness. In particular, the question centers on the faithfulness of God.

Known as a royal psalm, it celebrates and explores the relationship between God and David and those who will follow after this pivotal king. It opens with the psalmist promising to sing of the steadfast love and faithfulness of God. That pair of terms—steadfast love and faithfulness—will appear repeatedly throughout the psalm. They will become a theological touchstone—the rock that will steady both David and the psalmist.


During this week’s Wednesday-morning Bible study, we listened to five musical adaptations of the opening verses of this psalm. They ranged from a rich choral composition sung by a choir with organ to a Southern Harmony version performed a cappella to a swinging soul rendition to a surprising rap/hip-hop interpretation to a gentler solo arrangement.

Listening to these more modern takes reminded us that this ancient psalm was sung as part of worship. It also helped us experience the power that song can have in helping us move from our heads to our hearts—especially when it comes to the celebration of love.


Last Christmas a package showed up at Susan Hall’s house. It was a gift for her son borne by eager grandparents.


The three adults managed to angle the long and unwieldy box through the front door. Since the unwrapped present’s box boldly declared its contents, Susan dispensed with the usual wait-until-Christmas rule. After prying apart the box’s sharp staples, there it was: the mother of all electronic keyboards.

Susan’s son loves music. Although a rare seizure disorder has stalled his cognitive development, he’s still fond of rhythm, buttons, and lights. As a result, the family has known a number of keyboards over the years—gifts from a variety of places. Their basement has become something of a bone yard of broken keyboards—some that still work erratically if pounded in the right spots.

The new keyboard was spectacular. A song bank stores one hundred familiar tunes. By pressing a sequence of buttons, Susan’s son can change the instruments and tones in startling ways. The family has heard everything from “Ode to Joy” with a disco beat to a haunting church organ rendition of “Happy Birthday.”
One day Susan wandered into her son’s room. “Beautiful Dreamer” was playing on the keyboard. She sat down on the floor to cut her toenails. Her son leaned back and flashed her a beatific smile. Susan smiled back. In that moment, the music was just right.

A few days later Susan’s son insistently led her to the bathroom that’s connected to his bedroom. He climbed up on the toilet and reached into a basket perched on the windowsill. Then he handed her a pair of nail clippers. Instantly she understood.
So she sat for a while on his bedroom floor, just listening with him. “Four-four,” she requested, naming the number for one of her favorite tunes—“Red River Valley.”
He surprised her by accommodating the request, and they shared more smiles. As they listened, the sunlight came streaming through the blinds. It was brilliant and perfect and infused with that certain and unnamable something else.

Afterwards, Susan became curious and looked up the lyrics to “Red River Valley.” They include these lines:
Come and sit by my side if you love me,
Do not hasten to bid me adieu.

Susan has come to believe that sitting and listening with someone is a powerful act—a loving action full with possibility. Her son’s special music has helped her discover a rock that steadies her when the challenges they face together as a family can seem overwhelming.

According to the psalmist, the God that David came to know as the rock of his salvation practices that same loving action, which is full with possibility. The God who made a covenant with David offers to be present with us, to sit and listen—both in times of great joy and times of great challenge. The God who steadied David extends the same rock-solid promise of steadfast love and faithfulness to us.

Maybe talking about a rock on the last Sunday of Advent isn’t such a bad idea after all. Maybe talking about a rock on the Sunday when we celebrate the Advent gift of love makes sense. Maybe talking about a rock as we anticipate the God who comes to be with us will help us imagine the good news of this season is a new way—a way that touches and steadies our hearts. 


Gloria Ferguson was a member of a congregation that Walter Wangerin pastored.


She was an ordinary person who worked at a Salvation Army senior center. She had suffered what seemed an ordinary loss—the death of a much loved uncle whom she called Sonny Boy and who had been like a father to her.

Of course, as Wangerin reminds us, death and loss are common, until they’re ours. Then they’re not ordinary any more.
Wangerin journeyed with Gloria through all the twists and turns of her grief, trying to help her articulate its texture and feel. After some months had gone by and Christmas was approaching, Gloria became stuck in just plain sadness. She teetered on the edge of despair.
It affected others she loved. Her teenage son felt so left out that he began to act out at school and even broke a window at home. But nothing seemed to awaken Gloria.

Finally Mr. Sullivan, one of the older men at the senior center, called Wangerin and asked him to come down. When the pastor arrived he was surrounded by a group of older folks. They led him to a storage room in the basement.
Mr. Sullivan stood in the hallway outside the storage room and yelled, “Miz Glory, here’s yo preacher come to pray with you!” He then whispered to Wangerin, “She sits in there when she’s feelin lowly.”
The pastor entered a narrow room with just one chair and a desk. Gloria sat at the beat-up desk and didn’t even look up. Through the door came sounds of the old folks shushing each other. Wangerin apologized to Gloria for intruding and offered to go, but she said, “Don’t.”
Wangerin asked, “Do you want me to pray?”
“Maybe later,” she answered.
The pastor knelt beside the desk and began to talk to Gloria about her son Tommy and why he was acting out so much, how he needed her love and attention. He told her that God loved her.
All Gloria could do was whisper, “Where’s Sonny Boy?” Wangerin had no answer.

Suddenly the silence was broken by a chorus of old voices bellowing and cackling into a song. “Silent night,” they sang. “Holy night.”
The senior citizens had decided to help by caroling for Miz Gloria. A little Christmas cheer. “All is calm, all is bright.”
Wangerin wasn’t at all sure that was the right thing for a woman stuck in grief. But the carolers continued.
Gloria shifted her glance from the floor to the door and back to the floor again. “Oh, dear,” she whispered. Her hands covered her face, her shoulders began to shake, and tears began to fall like a soft, cleansing rain.
“Round yon virgin mother and child.”
Gloria stood up, tears streaming down her face. She went to the door and opened it. And there were a dozen ancient faces—every color imaginable.
“Holy infant so tender and mild.”
She stared at these, her aging clients, and whispered, “Dear, dear, dear.”
“Sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in heavenly peace.”
Then Mr. Sullivan pushed Tommy Ferguson, Gloria’s son, to the front. In his hands was a beautiful red poinsettia.
Mr. Sullivan announced, “The flower is from all of us. The boy is yours.”
Gloria took the plant and set it aside. She then put her hands on the sides of her son’s face, and a smile began to spread across her face.

The reedy voices of the old choir reved up once more. This time they sang: “Away in a manger no crib for a bed.”

Gloria closed her eyes and joined in the song: “The little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head.”

Somehow the good news of Christmas came to Gloria. The familiar songs reminded her anew of the promise that—no matter what she might face in life—God would always come to be with her. And that promise—one of steadfast love and faithfulness—steadied her like a rock.
May it steady us, as well. Amen.
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