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Psalm 46 NRSV: God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains
shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains
tremble with its tumult.
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the
Most High. God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when
the morning dawns. The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his
voice, the earth melts. The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.
Come, behold the works of the LORD; see what desolations he has brought on the
earth. He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and
shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire. ‘Be still, and know that I am God!
I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.’ The LORD of hosts is with
us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

On Thursday afternoon I was working at the church and my Guardian
newspaper notification pinged on my phone — and I glanced and read that
the Queen was dead. I was caught off guard by how that notification
affected me. Maybe it was all that had happened that week.
I was still feeling the turbulence of the horrors in Saskatchewan, and closer
to home the very frightening emergency of our friend and board chair who
had a heart attack that required 4 shocks from a defibrillator from police
and ambulance. We are so grateful that she is now well in mind and body
and are thanking God for that.
So perhaps it was all the turbulence that was in my life and in the world that
had me well up when I saw the news. After all, we knew the day would
come eventually, we just didn’t know it would be now. In an instant the
Queen who had long reigned over us for 70 years was gone, and a new
king was proclaimed. I recognize that there are as many different reactions
to the Queen passing as there are people. Some have zero connection or
care, and some for all sorts of reasons have trouble with the crown and the
idea of a monarchy in general and all that it symbolizes. But whether you
watched her Christmas addresses every year or not, she was present and
so stable in a world that kept shifting and changing.
Somehow R.E.M.’s song played in my mind. Do you remember the R.E.M.
song “It’s the end of the world as we know it. It’s the end of the world as we
know it, and I feel fine!” Psalm 46 has the line: “Though the earth should
change”. That also came to mind.
Whether this week felt like that to you or not, my guess is that many of you
have had a loss that changes everything. Maybe it was the death of a loved
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one, a divorce, being fired from a job, or having to declare bankruptcy or a
diagnosis that just pulls the rug out from you and makes you feel like the
world will never be the same again. The whole pandemic has been like
that. And then there is just so much going on in the world… oh my.
We all remember where we were in March 2020. It was a traumatic,
earth-shaking time. For me the early pandemic was coupled with another
earth-shaking event, the illness of my father. My parents were snow birds in
the U.S. on Hilton Head Island in South Carolina, and we were making our
annual pilgrimage down to see them for the March school break. Our trip
south quickly turned into a rescue effort to pack my parents up and drive
back to Canada before the border closed. My husband drove my mother
and the kids and I drove my father. We were supposed to share the driving,
but of the 19-hr drive he managed to drive only one hour.
Back in Canada, getting medical care at the height of Covid was not easy. I
moved in with my parents to help with his care and navigate the healthcare
system. Within a month we had the diagnosis — cancer. In his hospital
room I was planning online worship services and reading first year doctoral
studies books. At first I was the only one allowed to visit him. My dad was
the minister emeritus at this church and had been the senior pastor here for
18 years prior to me becoming the senior pastor. We were very close. A
month after his diagnosis, a day after the 50th anniversary of his ordination,
he died. “Though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in
the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains
tremble with its tumult”. Earth shaking, changing times of trouble are not
new. As long as there has been an earth, it has been shaken.
When the psalmist wrote Psalm 46, God’s people had very real fears. One
of their biggest fears was the literal shaking of the earth which reminded
them of the chaos of an uncontrollable world that threatened to overwhelm
them. Natural disasters were always a real threat as they are today. But the
chaos of nature was a symbol for other threats — the threats of giant nation
states around them — Assyria to the north, Babylon to the East, Egypt to
the south— who continually threatened their existence. How could such a
small little nation find security?
Their answer? “There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,
the Holy Habitation of the most high. The Lord is in the midst of the city.”
There is this lovely scene of a babbling brook in the middle of their holy
city. In the middle of the chaos of the earth shaking, there is this peaceful
picture of serenity.
Do you ever get those online greeting cards — those Jacquie Lawson
greeting cards that start in a quiet meadow and then the sun comes up and
a cardinal starts to sing and a butterfly flutters and lands on a baby deer’s
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nose and there is lovely classical music playing and you think – sigh, that’s
where I want to be, in that beautiful peaceful scene?
Sometimes when there is pain and hurt in the world like this week in
Saskatchewan, or the flooding in Pakistan or the fires in California, or the
near famine in Somalia – we just want to run away and escape to
something nicer or at least find something to distract or even numb
ourselves so we don’t have to deal with the reality. “Though the earth
should change.”
But friends, this section in the middle of the psalm – “There is a river whose
streams make glad the city of God” – this is not a distraction or a
commercial break from the chaos.
Lean in, because there is more than a thin comfort here.
You see, God chose a particular people but also particular places in which
to dwell — where God’s Presence was experienced. Jerusalem became
not just the capital city but the Holy City — Zion.
David built up Jerusalem and Solomon built the temple, but no human
could build Zion. Zion was built by God choosing to live with people. Zion
was God choosing to be present, to give refuge and strength in all of the
blessings and the tremendous struggles of real life.
We know from history that eventually their worst fears happen. Judah is
defeated by Babylon. Jerusalem, the holy city, along with the precious
temple of God, is devastated and destroyed, and many of the people of
God are carried off to live in a foreign land — far from Zion. “Though the
earth should change.” It was the end of the world as they knew it. They did
not feel fine.
Do you think they stopped singing this Psalm 46 in Babylon? Honestly, they
might have. Psalm 137 reads:
“Our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’
How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?
Sometimes it’s hard to proclaim God’s promise when the world has been
shaken, and that’s ok, because what they learned and what we need to
know today is that you don’t have to hold on to God when the earth shakes,
because God is right here holding on to you.
God so longed to be present — so loved the world, so loved you that he
became human. Jesus is our Zion — Jesus is God incarnate, the very
presence of God. Jesus is that river – the river of life.
Let me tell you, he knows something about the earth shaking. On Friday
afternoon when Jesus cried out for the last time and breathed his last
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breath, the curtain of the temple was torn in two and the earth shook and
the rocks were split. For those who loved and followed him it felt like the
end of the world.
But friends, it was not the end of the world at all but the beginning of a new
one; one where death would not win.
I remember a moment when my dad was still sick and I was out running an
errand. I stopped at a spot where you can look out over the St. Lawrence
River from your car, and I just allowed myself to break down and weep for
all the stress and all the fear. With my eyes still filled with tears, I looked up
and there was a rainbow in the sky. Not a big one, but I saw it. It was there
over the river and I felt God, present, telling me “It’s going to be ok. It’s
going to be ok.”
Less than a month later my dad was dead. I thought about that rainbow
and I was angry with God. I took that rainbow up with him and basically
said “What the frick! You said it would be ok!!!” When the world shakes you
can’t help but weep and rage.
On the day of his funeral (which wasn’t a real funeral because we were not
allowed to gather) there was a procession in front of our church. Well over
200 cars drove by in procession and many people without cars walked by
in honour of him. The local police had to come to help with the event. Later
that day at my parent’s house on the river — I kid you not — not one but
two full rainbows filled the sky. None of us had ever seen anything like it —
even my atheist cousin (the only extended family member in attendance)
was struck and moved by the sight. I heard God say; “I meant it. It’s going
to be ok.” God was letting me know that even though it was the end of the
world as I knew it; new life had begun. My father had taken up residence in
the Holy City, and God was creating and rebuilding a new world for me and
my family here and now.
The world feels different now that Queen Elizabeth is not in it. And I know
you have had your own earth-shaking times. Some of you might be in the
middle of one now. When the earth seems to shake, when the end of the
world as we know it comes, you probably won’t feel fine. But God is here.
“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of trouble.
Therefore we will not fear though the earth should change… “
You are not alone. In the middle of the chaos and the pain and shaking,
God is here. “There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God”.
We are invited into that river of life. A river that keeps moving, carrying us
to new places, calling us to new life … a river of love that bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things, and that never
ends. Thanks be to God.
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