
What Epiphany Reveals: Loving Care

Psalm 147:1-11


Today our Epiphany journey leads us not to a story, but to a psalm.


The Old Testament theologian Walter Brueggemann divides psalms into three categories:

· Psalms of orientation, which praise God for how the world works, how God blesses humanity, and how life works.

· Psalms of disorientation, which reflect the pain and suffering of God’s people and lament how life doesn’t work.

· Psalms of reorientation, which celebrate God’s recreating a broken world and allowing new possibilities to emerge—even in the midst of exile, destruction, illness, loss, brokenness, and despair.


Today’s psalm is one of reorientation. It praises God for the possibility of something new.


The poet Rachel Barenblat captures that sense of reorientation in her poem Seven Reasons, which is based on today’s psalm:

You rebuild your city with our hands
and gather our scattered sparks.
You darn the heels of our hearts
and comfort us with bandages.

You smear sunrise across the heavens
like raspberry jam
and coax every blade of grass
to emerge from the dark comfort of soil.
And you love our fragility
not our particle physics
nor the bridges we labored to plant
across the inlets your glaciers carved.

You lay down ice like glass
and frost like lace on our windowpanes
and then you breathe a January thaw
and our frozen places melt.


Like this poem, our psalm celebrates a God who not only creates the universe but also cares enough about humanity to create new possibilities. It sings of a God who gathers the outcasts, heals the brokenhearted, and lifts the downtrodden. It offers praise to a God who ultimately reveals divine power in the form of loving care. This is the Epiphany revelation of today’s psalm.


The author of this psalm sees no conflict between’s God’s control of the universe and divine loving care for those who have no power themselves, those whose lives have been turned upside down, those who’ve lost hope.


As modern readers or listeners, we sometimes have more difficulty with the portrayal of God’s power that we find in scripture. We’re influenced by our cultural understanding of power, which often involves dominating—even if that requires violence.


The theologian William Placher understands this struggle. He writes:


The assumption that God means, first of all, power runs throughout much of history, and it carries a great deal of accompanying baggage. God can do anything to anyone, but no one can cause pain to God—such an account of omnipotence often seems central to the very definition of deity. God is perfect, and, if we want to be perfect, it follows that we ought to try to be as powerful as possible.”


But Placher sees something else emerge in scripture. For example, the gospels proclaim that God self-revealed Godself in Jesus Christ. And, according to Placher, the God that emerges is very different—a God “weak in power but strong in love,” a God willing to be vulnerable to pain in the freedom of love.


For Placher, this is how God’s power is revealed—in “a God defined by perfect love and perfect freedom.” And he adds, “Love means a willingness to take risks, to care for the other in a way that causes the other’s fate to affect one’s own, to give to the other at real cost to oneself, to chance rejection.”


The author of today’s psalm seems to understand that the God who created and named the stars is willing to take the risk of being in relationship with unpredictable human beings. The psalmist recognizes that the God who gives rain and makes vegetation grow also cares deeply for creation—even if that might result in divine disappointment. And this writer seems to believe that the God who holds so much power doesn’t long to dominate but rather to demonstrate a steadfast love. A love that might be rejected, but a love that might transform the current situation and offer a new reality.


It’s the kind of love a young couple in Seattle hoped against hope for.


She was a lovely young woman from Brooklyn. From a huge family of Polish immigrant stock. And Jewish.


Her tall, dark, and handsome fiancé hailed from Detroit. He likewise was from a huge family, which likewise was of immigrant stock. But Irish. And Roman Catholic.


The bride’s family included a rabbi and a cantor. The groom’s family had some priests and a nun.


It was bad enough the young man and the young woman had gone all the way to Seattle to attend graduate school. It was bad enough they might not marry someone from the old neighborhood. But to fall in love with and, even worse, to marry someone “not like us” was a shameful disaster. 


But the young woman and the young man were twenty-one years old and overwhelmed by love And they were quite certain that love could find a way through any obstacle.


Here’s how they saw their options:


Plan A: Get married by a judge, and never tell the folks back East. But they really loved their parents and if their parents found out—which was bound to happen—they’d be deeply wounded, especially when they found out there hadn’t been a religious ceremony of some kind. And so—


Plan B: Get married by a Unitarian minister, and tell the parents a day later. A kind of semi-elopement. The parents had no idea what Unitarians believed, but at least it would be religious and in a church. Good idea. But then enters the minister, which leads to—


Plan C: As long as the wedding was going to be in a church with a minister, they might as well invite just a few friends instead of having only two witnesses. And as long as they were inviting a few friends, they might as well invite a few more friends. And since they were now at the edge where the categories of “friend” and “acquaintance” merge, they might as well just go ahead and invite everybody they know. And because there’d be all these people, there should be a reception and the other things that go with a big wedding—a long white dress, rented tuxedos, flowers, a photographer. Can you guess what came next?


Plan D: They couldn’t do this whole hoo-ha and not invite the families.


They called their mothers and invited them to the wedding. The mothers—one in Brooklyn and the other in Detroit—were united in their response: “You’re marrying a what?” That was followed by silence and then sobbing. Then the dads got on the line and said, “Come home now!”


For a month the mail and phone calls flowed like a waterfall. Uncles and aunts and cousins got in the fray. The rabbi wrote a thirty-page letter. The priests and nun prayed. The families were not coming to such a wedding. They threatened blackmail, hellfire, and heartbreak. Bribes were offered. But nothing could dissuade the young couple. Not even being disinherited, which was the ultimate threat thrown at them by both families.


Not that the bride and groom were unmoved. They spent a lot of time with the minister. The bride cried, and the groom swore. But the marriage was meant to be, come hell or high water—both of which seemed well on their way. But the couple had an invisible shield: love. And a secret weapon: light heats—a sense of humor. They laughed as often as they cried.


They also came from tough, resilient folks who had made it the hard way and had always told their kids not to back off when they believed in something. The kids were doing exactly what their parents had taught them to do. They believed in each other. And that was that.


The tiebreaker in this standoff was a grandma. The grandmother of the groom. If her only grandson was getting married—no matter to a you-know-what—then she was going to be there. Besides, she hadn’t approved of her daughter-in-law either, but that had worked out just fine. Grandma was serious. She went and bought a plane ticket. She was coming to the wedding. Period.


Then the dominoes began to fall. If Grandmother was coming, she would need support. She couldn’t go alone. Pretty soon all the Irish Catholics from Detroit were coming.


Well, you know what happened next. Thirty-five Brooklyn Jews, including Grandfather Rabbi, had plane tickets.


Sure enough everyone was coming. And then it really got complicated. The grandfather rabbi begged to at least be allowed to say a traditional blessing in Hebrew at the end of the service. When the Irish Catholics got wind of this, nothing would do but that the grandmother, who had once performed in light opera, should sing Ave Maria before the blessing.


Finally the big day arrived. The families marched into the church and sat down—“dug in” would be more accurate. But as the wedding ceremony unfolded, love took over. The families loved this young man and this young woman. And even the most stubborn among them couldn’t help but notice the love that radiated from the couple. As they exchanged their vows and began to weep, so did all of their family members.


It was then that the seventy-eight-year-old matriarch of the Catholic clan rose to sing. She stood by the piano, took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and delivered the goods. Hers was not the scratchy, overdramatic sounds one might expect from an aging amateur opera singer. No, this was the voice of a grandmother distilling her life into the music for a once-in-a-lifetime occasion to honor what she loved and believed in.


When the last lovely note faded, the Brooklyn Jews gave her a spontaneous standing ovation. They might not have known what was proper to do in a church, but they knew music—and they knew great love when they saw it.


Grandfather Rabbi was not about to be undone. He walked slowly to the bride and groom. He reached out and took their hands in his. And then he laid a blessing on the couple that ought to last them the rest of their lives. They were blessed, and you didn’t have to understand Hebrew to know it.


So, of course, the Irish Catholics gave Grandfather Rabbi a standing ovation.


The bride and groom had been right. They’d taken a risk that love would be more powerful than prejudice—and love had won. And that love had transformed a hopeless situation into one in which their families came to understand that they all believed in family, faith, love, the same God, and the capacity to celebrate those things.


During this Epiphany season, God offers us the same thing. God reveals a steadfast love that can transform the hopeless places in our lives and provide us with a reason to join the psalmist in celebrating and singing praises to God. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


February 8, 2009


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
PAGE  
4

