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Sermon for November 19, 2017 
Psalm 137:1-6, Colossians 1:9-14 and Matthew 25:14-30 
How can we sing? 
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

I don’t know about any of you, but I am having difficulty getting into a spirit                
of “thanksgiving” this year. My difficulty stems from the fact that there are so              
many problems in the world. It seems that every time I turn on the news I hear                 
about another mass shooting, or another case of sexual misconduct. There are            
reports of increased hate-crimes and people emboldened to speak words of           
prejudice. Convoys intended to feed starving people are being stopped by rebel            
forces. It has been determined that drinking water in Detroit has more lead than the               
water in Flint. A leak in a pipeline has spilled thousands of gallons of oil in South                 
Dakota. And the list goes on and on… 

In addition to the problems facing the greater world, are the concerns held             
by people I know. Some individuals are mourning the loss of loved-ones while             
others are concerned about medical issues. There are families stretched to limit            
financially and others who are emotionally and physically exhausted. Older adults           
are feeling isolated and anxious. 

How is it possible to give thanks when the there is so much pain and               
heartache in the world? 

This is the same question being asked by the author of Psalm 137 in this               
morning’s reading. The haunting words of this Psalm reflect the emotional pain of             
the residents of Judah who were taken into exile by the Babylonian Empire in 587               
BC. Forced to live in a strange land, and tormented by their captors, these              
individuals ask, “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” In other               
words, “How can we offer our praise and thanksgiving to God when everything we              
have known and loved has been taken from us?” 

Psalm 137 does not provide an easy answer to this question, but it does offer               
some powerful insights into how to face such difficulties. According to Biblical,            
Scholar, J. Clinton McCann, this psalm teaches us that is important to acknowledge             
our pain. Professor McCann writes, “…in extreme situations, grief and anger are            
both inevitable and inseparable. The worst possible response to monstrous evil is to             
feel nothing. What must be felt – by the victims and on behalf of the victims – are                  
grief, rage, outrage. In the absence of these feelings, evil becomes an acceptable             
commonplace. In other words, to forget is to submit to evil, to wither and die; to                
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remember is to resist, to be faithful, to live again.” (NIBC, Volume IV, p. 1228               
NIBC) 

The exiles living in Babylon wept openly as they faced their loss. In doing              
so they acknowledged the injustice of being taken into captivity. Sharing these            
feelings empowered them to resist accepting the life they were being forced to live. 

It is equally important for all of us to openly share our pain, whether it is                
pain we feel personally, or the pain we feel on behalf of another person. As               
Professor McCann reminds us, when we share our grief and outrage, we are             
refusing to submit to that which is evil. Acknowledgement of these feelings            
empowers us to resist accepting that this is the way things have to be. We can then                 
recommit ourselves to working to make the world more just and equitable for all              
people. 

The people for whom the Gospel According to Matthew was written were no             
strangers to suffering and injustice. These individuals experienced persecution         
from the religious authorities and the ridicule of neighbors and friends. In addition,             
they felt anxiety over the fact that Jesus had not returned to the earth to fulfill                
God’s kingdom.  

The parable that we read about three individuals entrusted with different           
amounts of money serves as a reminder that even in the midst of difficult times, the                
members of the church are to live faithfully. 

This is a powerful message for those of us who are feeling overwhelmed by              
the problems facing the world today. Rather than hide in fear, we are called to               
boldly use our talents and abilities to do the work of God’s kingdom. This work               
includes caring for others, speaking out against injustices, offering mercy and           
forgiveness, bringing healing to those who are hurting, and promoting the ways of             
God’s peace. This parable reminds us that we are to risk our lives in love.  

As I reflect on what it means to live this way I am reminded of two sisters                 
named Corrie and Betsie ten Boom. These Dutch Christians were arrested by the             
Nazis because their family hid Jewish people in their home. Even after Corrie and              
Betsie were no longer able to fight injustice this way, they continued to live boldly               
in faith. 

For a time, Corrie and her sister Betsie were together at the Ravensbrook             
concentration camp. Corrie shares what it was like living in the camp, saying, 
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"It grew harder and harder. Even within these four walls there was too much              
misery, too much seemingly pointless suffering. Every day something else failed to            
make sense, something else grew too heavy.” 

 

One day, when Corrie and Betsie were feeling overwhelmed by all of the             
evil that was taking place around them Corrie opened the Bible that she had              
smuggled into the camp and began read. With renewed hope she said to her sister, 

'Here it is: "Comfort the frightened, help the weak, be patient with everyone.             
See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another                  
and to all...'"  

"'Go on,' said Betsie. 'That wasn't all.' 

"'Oh yes:'..."Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all         
circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus.'" 

"'That's it, Corrie! That's His answer. "Give thanks in all circumstances!"           
That's what we can do. We can start right now to thank God for every single thing                 
about this new barracks!' I stared at her; then around me at the dark, foul-aired               
room. 

The sisters then began to compose a list of the things that they were thankful               
for. As they made this list Betsie suggested that they offer thanks for the              
insufferable fleas that were constantly biting them. Corrie was astonished that her            
sister could offer thanks for these miserable creatures. 

Weeks later the ten Boom sisters learned that there actually was a reason to              
give thanks for the fleas. For you see, the guards avoided the section of the barrack                
where they slept because of the fleas. And because the guards never came near,              
Corrie and Betsie were able to minister to the other prisoners.  

Through their caring, and their secret services of worship, Corrie and Betsie            
helped to transform the atmosphere around them. Corrie writes, “After a while, the             
yelling, slapping, crying, and words of anger changed to “Sorry,” “Excuse me,”            
and “No harm done.” 
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Like the ten Boom sisters, we live in a time when fear and anxiety are               
causing people to behave in harmful ways. Rather than give up in   
despair, we can see this as an opportunity to make a positive difference. 

Like Corrie and Betsie, we begin by acknowledging our emotions, and the            
emotions of those around us.  

We can seek to be thankful, even when it feels as though there is very little                
to be thankful for.  

And then, we can reach out in loving compassion to those around us, using              
the skills and abilities we have.  

We do all of these things, trusting that God is with us.  

In the words of Colossians… 

“May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from God’s             
glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience,            
while joyfully giving thanks to God, who has enabled you to share in the              
inheritance of the saints in the light.” 
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