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"Vindication and Vengeance"

Scripture Passages:
1) Ephesians 2:1-10



2) Psalm 137
Lament: We have been taking a brief journey through the Psalms.  We have discovered three broad categories of Psalms: hymns, lament, and thanksgiving.  We have been spending the last couple of weeks talking about lament.  We looked at cooperate lament and personal lament.  We have talked about lament as our expression of grief, sorrow, loss, pain.  We have discussed how we find ourselves in periods of lament when our expectations for life have been violated, when life has not gone as we planned, when life has not gone as we filmed on our pre-recorded video tapes for our lives.  
     Sometimes we find ourselves lamenting small disappointments like a vacation that doesn’t go as planned, or something huge like a diagnosis that shakes our very being, or the loss of a job, or the death of a loved one, or the end of a marriage.  Through the Psalms of lament we have learned that we don’t need to hide our emotions from God.  God is big enough to handle what ever we spew at God in the midst of our lament.  God’s love for us will not waver even as we doubt the very existence of God in our lives.  Even when we yell out as the Israelites did in exile and as Jesus did from the cross, “My God, my God why have you forsaken me!” God never forsakes us.  God never leaves us even when we leave God.
Ephesians: As Paul wrote to the Ephesians, we may choose death.  We may choose to reject God.  We may choose to believe God has forsaken us.  We may choose to ignore God.  We may choose to reject the ways of God.  We may decide to follow the paths of the world, the paths of our culture, the paths of the flesh as Paul talks about it, but God chooses to respond to our choices with love and grace.  God never leaves us even in our driest, doubtful, angry, hurt, lamenting moments.  God is with us.  

     Often times we forget that.  Often times we don’t want to believe that.  Often times we want to cling to our lament.  When that is the case, what sometimes becomes our focus?  Listen to the words of Psalm 137.  Where has the author’s lament led him or her?   Read Psalm 137.
Loss That Leads to Vengeance: This psalm again takes us to the Babylonian exile, to that period where each Israelite who had been taken by force to a new home on the banks of the Euphrates had lost everything they once knew.  The video tape they had for their lives had been destroyed shredded tramped on.  Their very understanding of God, and God’s home in the temple had been torn apart and strewed around the countryside.  Their families had been split up.  Their homes and belongings had been taken away.  As they sat on the banks of the Euphrates they wept.  They wept for all that had been lost.

     In different ways, in different settings, in different circumstances we have all had our own exiles, and our own times sitting on the banks of the Euphrates.  We have all wept remembering what once was, or remembering dreams never to be realized.  We have all had times when we cried out to God wondering how we can make it in these new circumstances; that are so different, or so unsettling, or so disappointing, or so tragic, so in conflict with what we had imagined.  We all know Psalm 137.
     When we find ourselves weeping on the banks of our own Euphrates where does our mind sometimes go?  For the Psalmist his or her mind went to revenge.  The Psalmist prayed for God to bring down the Babylonians, to tear down their cities, to destroy their lives.  The psalmist envisioned how happy the people would be who had the pleasure of bringing the Babylonians to their knees.  The psalmist even imagined how splendid it would be if all the children of the evil Babylonians were killed.  The psalmist’s pain was so great that he or she didn’t want to just get back at those who had caused her pain, but also to bring pain and death upon the next generation.  The Psalmist’s lament led to a deep longing for vengeance, a vengeance where the Psalmist even prayed for God to get on the bandwagon.  
Real Feelings: We may not like to admit it.  We may even deny it, but we know these feelings.  There have been times when our mind has been filled with plans for vengeance.  There have been times when our lament took us down this same path.  There have been times when we have prayed for God to bring disaster upon our perceived enemy or enemies.  There have been times when we have prayed for God to be on our side, to only love us, to only show grace to us.  We know this feeling.  We know this experience as individuals, as families, as communities, as a nation.  We know Psalm 137.  
     When was the last time this prayer was your prayer?  When did you last pray for God to smite your enemies?  Who was your enemy?

My Story: I don’t like to admit it, but I know this experience.  I know these feelings.  When I feel like my kids have gotten the raw end of a deal, I want God to wreak havoc on those who messed with my kids.  When I feel judged by others in ways that don’t seem fair, I want God to rain down fire.  When I find myself entangled in the injustice of our world, I pray for God to bring down the hammer.  There is such “joy” in imagining what God might do to those with whom I seek vengeance.  There is such “joy” in thinking that God is somehow more on my side than someone else’s side.
     Growing up I was always one of the smallest kids in my class.  I was an easy target for bullies.  In my early years there was Jeffery Sutton who lived the next block down from me.  We walked the same route to and from school everyday.  Jeffery tormented me every day.  In the next town and the next school there was Matt.  Then after that there was Rip.  The Psalmist’s vivid plans for vengeance were nothing compared to what I had planned for Jeffery, Matt, and Rip.  Thankfully, I grew up before video games.  I can’t imagine how vivid my thoughts might have been?  I can’t imagine the vividness of my pleas for God to have grace for me but not for Jeffrey, Matt and Rip.
Vengeance Is Real: If we are honest, feelings of vengeance are apart of our human experience.  When we experience injustice, when we feel wronged, when we feel cheated, when we feel shamed, when we feel bullied, when we know abuse, when we know loss, when we know betrayal, when our video tape for life is shattered our lament will naturally lead to thoughts of vengeance, thoughts that may turn to prayers for vengeance.  Oh how we know Psalm 137!
Stuck: But do we get stuck there?  Do we take action on our desires for vengeance?  A couple weeks ago I talked about how my vacation did not go as planned.  Even with such a minor little experience I struggled with my desire to make other people’s lives miserable because I was feeling miserable.  That is vengeance.  

     How often do we beat up our spouse with some old wound from the past?  That is vengeance.  How often do we treat our kids in ways that we hated being treated by our parents?  That is vengeance.  How often do we pick on someone because we can, and because people have picked on us?  That is vengeance.  How often do we play the bully because we have been bullied?  That is vengeance.  How often do we judge someone else because we have been judged ourselves?  That is vengeance.  Oh how we know Psalm 137.
     The question is can we learn to be aware of our desires for vengeance?  Can we name it when we are feeling vengeful?  Then instead of staying in that place of vengeance can we move on?  Instead of vengeance, can we move to grace, just as God chooses to do with us?  

     We fall so short of God’s way of discipleship, but God chooses grace.  We so quickly make idols of something or someone other than the Triune God, but God chooses grace.  We so often make choices that hurt the people around us, but God chooses grace.  

     Lament often leads to a desire for vengeance, that is natural, that is normal, that is human, but do we dwell in that need for vengeance, or do we name it and then choose grace?  

Conclusion: Oh how we know Psalm 137.  Since we know Psalm 137, maybe for a second we can put ourselves in the shoes of the Africans forced into slavery who chose to write and sing “Let us Break Bread Together on our knees.”  Somehow, with God’s help they chose grace.  With God’s help we can too.

     Today as we come to the communion table, to the table of grace, let us name our desires for vengeance, recognize those feelings as real and legitimate, but then let us choose grace as we give thanks for God choosing grace for us.  Amen.
