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A Touch of the Divine: To Be Carried by God

Isaiah 63:7-9


Several years ago, I did something I’d wanted to do for a long time—I took ballroom dancing lessons. Every time I’d see couples floating across a dance floor, I’d think, “I wish I could do that.” So when I saw a listing for a beginning ballroom dancing class, I decided to enroll.


The first Thursday night was pretty scary. There I was with this group of strangers—sure that I would make a fool of myself. We were a pretty motley crew of would-be dancers. And we were bad—really bad. But once we discovered that we were all equally bad, we relaxed and began to talk and laugh with each other. And, almost in spite of ourselves, we even learned a few basic steps during the course of those weeks.


Toward the end of our lessons, a friend in the class decided that a group of us should go to a real ballroom dance on a Friday evening. So we mustered our courage and went. Talk about scary. As soon as we entered the room, we realized that these people knew how to dance—really dance. What they were doing didn’t look anything like what we’d been doing in class. They moved around the dance floor with sheer grace. And not one of them was counting, “One, two, three . . . One, two three . . . One, two three.”


Well, we found a table and sat down. We had a plan—if we stayed away from the dance floor, no one else would know how bad we were. What we didn’t count on was that some of those other people would come and ask us to dance. When it happened to me for the first time, I heard myself saying, “I’m really horrible. You should ask someone else.” But my soon-to-be partner wasn’t easily discouraged.


And so there I was—in the middle of a dance floor with a total stranger—and scared to death. Then something strange happened. I don’t know whether it was the music or the surroundings. But suddenly, I was dancing. I wasn’t Ginger Rogers, but I was dancing.


It was only after I retreated back to the safety of my chair that I realized what really had happened. My partner had carried me. I placed myself in his arms and followed his lead, and he carried me. And as that evening unfolded, I saw that miracle of grace repeated over and over.


It was a miracle of grace. Not just physical grace—although there was plenty of that kind of grace there that night. No, it was a miracle of grace in which people with great skill shared a dance floor with those of us who barely knew our left foot from our right. And not only shared the dance floor, but took us in their arms and carried us.


For me, that mystical evening of grace has become a metaphor for how I think we often experience God. When we feel the most alone, God comes very close. When we feel the most frightened, God’s arms wrap around us. When we feel the most vulnerable, God swoops down and carries us. What a miracle of grace.


It’s the miracle of which Isaiah spoke. Because of God’s great love and mercy, God showed the people of Israel amazing grace. God chose to believe the best about the people of Israel and redeem them. God lifted them up and carried them all of their days.


The message of this miracle came to a people for whom exile had become a way of life. The passion and promise that had been at the heart of their faith were now little more than distant memories. They were captives of their current circumstances. They lacked the energy to do anything more than exist.


And it was to this people that Isaiah gave a remarkable gift. The theologian Walter Brueggeman describes it this way: “[Isaiah] gives them back their faith by means of rearticulating the old story. He gives them the . . . capacity to confront despair rather than be surrounded by it. And he creates new standing ground . . . upon which new humanness is possible.


“. . . this runs dangerously close to passivity, as trust often does, and it stands at the brink of cheap grace, which grace must always do. But that risk must be run because exiles must always learn that our hope is never generated among us but always given to us. And whenever it is given, we are amazed.”


On this first Sunday of 2010, we have a wonderful opportunity to look back across the past year and see where we’ve been amazed. Amazed by where we’ve experienced God’s grace. Amazed by where we’ve discovered God’s hope. Amazed by where we’ve encountered God’s presence. Amazed by where we’ve been carried by God.


Not long ago, I saw a rerun of an episode of the television series ER. In that episode, one of the emergency-room patients was a survivor of the Holocaust. She was brought to the ER after being injured in a carjacking. Although the woman’s physical injuries were minor, her soul was in critical condition as she discovered that her infant granddaughter was still in the stolen car. As she waited for word about her grandchild, the woman confided to her doctor that she hadn’t prayed for fifty years. But in that moment of despair, she offered a prayer for her granddaughter.


Soon the child was recovered—a bit frightened and hungry, but fine. The family gathered in the emergency room to celebrate the child’s safe return and to observe the first night of Hanukkah. As the family lit the menorah, the grandmother looked at them and said, “I thought that God and I had forsaken each other. And then I found out that God was always with me—in each of you.”


Isn’t it through the love and care of other people that we often experience God’s presence? Think back across the past year. Who were the people who touched your life? Who were the people who helped you feel God’s arms around you—lifting you? Carrying you?


A colleague and friend of mine experienced something of a crisis in his professional life. He felt that a vital part of his ministry had come to a crashing end, and he was devastated. He was sitting in his office—feeling very alone and very wounded—when the telephone rang. It was another minister, calling to talk. During their conversation, something in my friend’s voice must have given away his hurt. For only moments after hanging up, the other minister called my friend again. “I just wanted to be sure that you know that I think you do a really good job.”


A few hours later, my friend was scheduled to meet with a member of his congregation. It turned out that the church member’s only agenda item for that meeting was to affirm his pastor. Although this church member had absolutely no idea what his minister was going through, he spent their hour together giving what my friend most needed—nurture and encouragement.


But the story wasn’t over yet. The next morning, my friend arrived at his office earlier than usual. He was surprised when he heard the phone ring an hour before anyone usually would be there to answer it. When he picked up the phone, he heard the voice of another church member: “My business trip was just canceled, and I wanted to see if you could slip away for breakfast.” And that shared meal became another opportunity for grace as this church member—also unaware of his minister’s situation—offered affirmation and reassurance.


As my friend told me about those experiences, he said: “You know, it’s funny. Not long ago, I read an article in which clergy were asked to talk about where they’d experienced God recently. About fifty percent of the ministers who were asked that question couldn’t answer it. They couldn’t name where they’d experienced God.”


He added: “I know where I’ve experienced God recently. It was through those people. Within twenty-four hours of that crisis point in my life, God reached out to me through three different people. It was amazing.”


When during the past year have we been amazed?

As I think back over 2009, I can identify specific times when I’ve been amazed. I’ve translated that list of specific instances into a list of more general categories. At least for me, these categories represent the types of moments in which I’ve been aware of experiencing God’s touch. See if some of these categories help you recall times during the past year when you’ve been amazed by God’s presence:

· You were in the middle of a crisis, and someone reached out to you.

· You went through a blue period, and someone offered a word or a note of encouragement.

· You achieved some type of success, and someone celebrated with you.

· You suffered a loss, and someone helped to comfort you.

· You experienced the self-doubts that most of us feel from time to time, and someone expressed belief in you.

· You were faithful in your responsibilities, and someone noticed.

· You faced a difficult decision, and someone helped you sort out your options.

· You discovered new things about yourself, and someone really listened to those personal epiphanies.

· You came to an ending, and someone helped you discover a new beginning.


Today marks the beginning of a new calendar year. But today also marks the transition from the season of Christmastide to that of Epiphany. And isn’t the message of these seasons that God draws near to us? Embraces us? Gives us hope? Remains present with us?


Perhaps on this day of beginnings each of us can take time to stop and reflect. To notice the places where God has drawn close to us. To celebrate the people through whom God has reached out to us. To be amazed by how often God indeed has carried us. Amen.
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