July 17, 2011.  Trinity 4
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, PhD, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

Scripture lessons:  Lamentations 3:22-33, Ps. 91, Rom 8:18-23, St Luke 6:36-42

 “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; His Mercies are new every morning; great is thy faithfulness” – it sound more like the hymn “Great is thy faithfulness” rather than the Lamentations of the prophet Jeremiah, doesn’t it?  But Jeremiah, the “weeping prophet”, is not changing his message all of a sudden.  In fact, the book  of Lamentations is a series of 5 elegies over the destruction of J’lem, the Temple, the dispersion & death of its people, & the triumph of the Babylonian enemy in 586 BC.  Each chapter of Lamentations is 1 such elegy.  
Jeremiah’s ministry began 5 yrs after King Josiah’s short revival in the Southern kingdom of Judah.  Jeremiah’s ministry lasted 40 long yrs.  You may recall that King Josiah was the last good king of Judah, burning with zeal for the Lord (“the Lord burns”).  But his revival burned out quickly.  Jeremiah’s message, thus,  was not so much about salvation, as condemnation, judgment, & sorrow over Judah’s descent into unfaithfulness.  Through the Babylonians, God judged Judah’s national sin (patriotism w/o God), vain confidence in treacherous allies, & a cult of false prophets & lax, unfaithful priests.
The Old Testament lesson is from the 3rd of these 5 elegies.  Jeremiah begins with the words “I am the man who has seen affliction because of the rod of His wrath.  He has driven me & made me walk in darkness & not in light.  Surely against me He has turned His hand repeatedly all the day.”

Judah’s unfaithfulness & God’s judgment became Jeremiah’s personal loss.  In v 18, he concluded “So I say, ‘My strength has perished & so has my hope from the Lord’”.  Pretty bleak, wouldn’t you say?  But just as the night is darkest, just before the dawn, Jeremiah sees the glimmer of God’s mercy with the breaking of another day.  v22:  “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; 23 his Mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is thy faithfulness” 

Mercy is the remission of just punishment.  Mercy is also the theme for Tr-4.  Mercy is the foundation of our hope & trust in God, the basis of our sanctification.  Jeremiah persisted in hope even amidst the ruins of J’lem because – v24 – “the Lord is my portion”.  He is good to those who quietly wait for the salvation of the Lord – v26-28 - sitting alone in silence bearing their yoke.  God communicates to those who silently wait & listen for Him.  He offers hope, to Jeremiah & to us, even in evil times, though His ways be mysterious, as the hymn writer declared. 
“God moves in a mysterious way His wonders to perform.”  That poet was William Cowper (pronounced Cooper).  Like Jeremiah, Cowper was deeply troubled by life around him.  He wavered between hope in God’s Mercy, & despair over his own circumstances.  Cowper’s words in v1 are poignant & memorable, so much that they have become a familiar quotation in the English language.  In the 1st 2 verses, Cowper accepts the incomprehensibility of God’s ways, yet he affirms the conviction that God knows best & moves us toward salvation.  We cannot judge God, or other people, because we never know the whole situation.  Jesus warned us not to judge, or condemn, what we may not know or fully understand (Gospel).  Judgment must begin at home with ourselves, because we have at least a chance for probing our own thoughts & motives.  As we confront our own sin, we perceive God’s mercy & forgiveness, & our need to be generous with others for Christ’s sake.

Cowper compared the trials of life with “the clouds ye so much dread” –yet “big with mercy [they] shall break with blessings on your head.”  In the 2nd half of the hymn Cowper warns against rejecting God in bitterness & protest.  In time, God will make his work plain & understood.  In his whole life, Cowper struggled with the truths in his own hymn.  In spite of a strong belief in God, his doubts never left him.  

Cowper was born in 1731 in a little town near London.  His father was the local vicar, but also a chaplain to King George II.  Thus, his family was fairly well off.  However, his mother died when William was only 6 yrs old.  His father sent the young boy away to boarding school.  By his own account, Cowper was seriously traumatized by these early experiences.  In 1749, at age 18, his father arranged an apprenticeship with a solicitor, planning a law career for his son.  But already in 1751, at 20, Cowper sank into the 1st of 4 major periods of paralyzing depression.  He had a mental breakdown that lasted weeks. Poetry was his therapy.  His 1st crisis was healed through the poetry of George Herbert, who had lived 150 yrs earlier.
If you read Herbert’s poems, eg, hymn #290, “Let all the world in every corner sing My God & King” you realize their power as an antidote to melancholy.  Cowper, though born into a parsonage, did not have an early lively faith to help him through trials & distress.  That came only later with his adult years through the Evangelical Revivals of his contemporaries, John Wesley & George Whitefield.  Cowper embraced Whitefield's Calvinism, rather than Wesley's Arminianism.  But the doctrine of Predestination brought him little comfort; only fear that God had not chosen him as one of the Elect.

He fell in love with his cousin Theodora & even  became engaged.  But then his uncle suddenly forbade any further romance.  In the end, neither William, nor Theodora, ever married.  Cowper had an obsessive fear of the public.  He agonized when he had to function as a lawyer before crowds.  Yet his father continually pushed his career in that direction.  In 1759, aged 28, Cowper was appointed Commissioner of Bankrupts in London.  From there, his father pulled strings to get his son appointed Clerk of Journals in Parliament.  This should have been a good career move.  But the opposition insisted on a public examination of the candidate before the appointment.  Cowper was mortified – so much so that he had another mental breakdown, including 3 failed suicide attempts.  

He was hospitalized in an asylum.  Fortunately, the physician in charge was a good Christian man who helped Cowper back on his feet, both mentally & spiritually.  Cowper left the asylum after 6 yrs.  Aged 34, he moved in with an older couple, the Urwins.  But 2 yrs later, Morley Unwin, the husband, fell from his horse & died.  Neighbors asked the priest from nearby Olney to minister to the bereaved.  The priest was John Newton, former slave trader, recently ordained priest.  His ministry to Cowper would last a lifetime.
Whenever Cowper faltered, Newton came to the rescue as pastor, counselor, & friend.  Realizing Cowper’s gift & the therapeutic value of poetry, Newton invited Cowper to collaborate on a hymn book for the church.   They began in 1769 (aged 38), & published the hymnal 10 yrs later under the title Olney Hymns.  This included Newton’s "Amazing Grace," "How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds", & "Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken".  Cowper contributed "God Moves in a Mysterious Way", titled “Light shining out of darkness”, & "O for a Closer Walk with God” among others. 

But again Cowper fell into another crisis, including an attempted suicide.  Altogether, Cowper’s life was 1 long “groaning”, that condition of the fallen world described by St Paul in today’s Epistle.  Cowper died in 1800, age 69, having just completed a poem entitled The Castaway, his confession of total dejection.  In Cowper’s life we see a parallel to Jeremiah’s wavering hope in God.  
The Bk of Lamentations reflect Jeremiah & Cowper’s ambivalence.  The last 4 verses begin with v19: “Thou, O Lord, dost rule forever; Thy throne is from generation to generation.”  This is the positive affirmation.  But v20 Jeremiah groans “Why dost Thou forget us forever.  Why dost Thou forsake us so long?   Jeremiah then closed with a prayer - v21 “Restore us to Thee, O Lord, that we may be restored; Renew our days as of old.”  v22 “Unless Thou hast utterly rejected us & art exceedingly angry with us.”  
In Cowper & Jeremiah we see 2 godly men who just can’t understand why sanctification & a closer walk with God seems so far off.  The Psalmist would say to them “Come, dwell in the shelter of the Most High”, abide & wait patiently “under the shadow of the Almighty” – Ps 91:1.  Sanctification is a slow process when we must learn to wait patiently for God & His promise in Ps 91:18, “With long life will I satisfy them, & show them my salvation.”  This is our hope & our future.  In v5 of the sermon hymn, Cowper confidently looked for God’s purposes unfolding every hour;  & while the bud may have a bitter taste, we’ll find sweetness in the flower.  AMEN.)
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