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 Unself-Help 
 Psalm 46 

 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  29 July 2018 
 

1 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 2 Therefore we will 
not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart 
of the sea; 3 though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with 
its tumult. 4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy 
habitation of the Most High. 5 God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; 
God will help it when the morning dawns.  6 The nations are in an uproar, the 
kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts.  7 The Lord of hosts is with us; 
the God of Jacob is our refuge.  8 Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what 
desolations he has brought on the earth.  9 He makes wars cease to the end of the 
earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire. 
10 “Be still, and know that I am God!  I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted 
in the earth.” 11 The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. (Ps. 46 
NRSV) 

 
1 

 Way back on September 11, 2001, when American Flight 93 crashed into a field near 
Shankesville, PA, terrorism came to the peaceful, out-of-the-way town of 250 residence.  
"We enjoyed our quiet life," said a woman who was interviewed by the press.  "When that 
plane crashed, it was a hard dose of reality because the evil we thought was out there 
somewhere else in the world came to our little community.  There's no hiding from it."1   
 She spoke for us all, didn't she…particularly for those of us who live in one of the 
thousands of peaceful little burgs across this land?  Even though last month little 
Lexington was the focus of national scrutiny, you know as well as I that plenty of people 
in our fair village don't lock their homes at night.  I frequently hear people say they don’t 
own a key to their house…that they let their fairly small children trot off alone to buy an 
ice cream at Sweet Things.  There is crime here…but not enough to concern us much. 
 As for our country, we may have every variety of crime within our borders.  
Murders, assaults, robberies, hate-crimes…you name it, we've got it.  But terrorism…that's 
something that happens other places.  It just doesn't happen in the good-old-US-of-A.  
Right? 
 But it does…and with every new occurrence our confidence is shaken.  Our sense of 
security is disturbed.  The ground beneath our feet is changed.  The waters around us we 
thought were calm roar and foam.  The mountains we thought were sure tremble.  And we 
wonder if we'll ever feel safe again. 
 The simple answer is "yes," we will feel safe again.  We'll feel safe again because we 
so quickly forget how fragile and delicate as a flower is our life and our civilization.2  We'll 
feel safe whether we're really safe or not because that is what we want…and we'll ignore 
whatever reality we must in order to gain a sense of safety.   
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 The tougher answer is we'll just be pretending we are safe if we think it is within 
our power to make those we love, our nation, or ourselves truly safe and secure.     

2 
When asked what we should be reading when life seems to be falling apart, Billy 

Collins, poet laureate of the United States from 2001-2003, said, "It is best to read a Psalm."   
 You must know by now Psalm 46 is one of my favorite psalms.  After the fire 
destroyed our sanctuary back in July 2000, after the terrorist attacks on 9/11, after the 
death of a dear friend, when the health of a friend’s father was in jeopardy and she needed 
a word of hope…I turned to Psalm 46.  In times of trouble, in times of sorrow, in times of 
doubt and uncertainty and fear, the words of this psalm stream through my mind.  "God is 
our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear" no 
matter what.  The psalmist's words reorient me, help me to regain solid footing, remind 
me of my only sure foundation, and give me a God-saturated perspective with which to 
address the trouble. 
 Psalm 46 is a prayer.  It's not a wing and a prayer…nor is it an escapist prayer.  It's a 
prayer said while standing in the midst of trouble.  To be sure, there are prayers said in the 
safety and stillness of our favorite daily prayer space.  Jesus offered daily prayer alone and 
apart from his disciples.  Such prayer is vital and important.   
 But Psalm 46 is not one of those prayers.  Neither is it a prayer said while we are 
running or hiding.  It's not about running away…it's not about closing the door and 
removing ourselves from the violence.  It's about facing the trouble – naming the violence 
– acknowledging the danger.  And it's about seeking the only safety that is sure.  
 While the psalm takes whatever has shaken our world seriously…it takes the 
presence and purpose of God more seriously. The prayer of Psalm 46 is about what 
happens to our sense of trouble, violence, or danger when we are reminded God is in our 
midst.  The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. 
 This is not to suggest reading this psalm and being reoriented to God's presence 
magically removes the trouble.  If we think just having a little more faith or immersing 
ourselves in this or other psalms will insulate us from the abrasive news of the day, we are 
mistaken.  If we think looking to God will shield our eyes and ears from the barbarity of 
this life, we are wrong.  Nature is violent – the waters roar and foam.  Governments are 
violent – nations rage and kingdom's totter.  People are violent.   

Praying is a courageous act.3  It is courageous because it invites us to place our trust 
in God even when we are in the midst of trouble.  "Though the world around me crumble, 
I will believe God is present and that God is my refuge and strength."  

3 
 What does such a prayer do?  Some in our society think this or any prayer in the 
face of trouble, violence, or danger is a waste of time.  I know better.  Psalm 46 invites you 
and me to enter the reign of God, to live in dependence upon God, to find our ultimate 
security in God rather than in ourselves or in any human system or possession.4  The 
psalm is a prayer by which we seek to have everything about our lives reoriented by God's 
presence and purpose and love.  Focused upon God, we look at the world in a certain way 
– we react to the events of the world in a certain way – we engage the world in a certain 
way.   
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 Flannery O'Conner described southern America as a "Christ-haunted landscape."  I 
want to use her image to suggest the force of Psalm 46 is for us to see God everywhere and 
in everything.  As the instructions of Deuteronomy suggest…we are to talk to our children 
about God; we are to think of God when we are at home and when we are away, when we 
lie down and when we rise.5  God's presence and purpose "haunts" every landscape…or if 
the term "haunt" troubles you – God's presence and purpose "occupies," or "saturates" 
every landscape. 
 And when he does, when we realize he does, when we have been still enough, long 
enough to know God is God…that God loves us, that God's intention for us is health and 
wholeness and life with him…then we understand God alone is our refuge and strength.  
And we will not fear though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea, though the 
waters roar and foam, though the swords clash and the rockets glare and those we love 
fall. 
 Some years ago Professor of Christian Ethics, Gilbert Meilaender, wrote the 
following words that have stuck with me.6  I was particularly struck by the wisdom and 
reality of his sober counsel.  Meilaender wrote: 
 

Every time we have some national "tragedy," we trot out the therapists and counselors 
who advise us on how to help our children feel secure.  Perhaps Christians need to say 
something different to their children… something like:  "My child, the world is always a 
dangerous and threatening place where death surrounds us.  When I brought you for 
baptism I acknowledged I could not possibly guarantee your future.  I handed you over to 
the God who loves you and with whom you are safe in both life and death.  There is no 
security to be found elsewhere, certainly not from me or those like me. Therefore, live with 
courage...and be prepared to die as one who goes forth to live."7 

 
Strong words, aren't they?  But responsible, faith-filled words I agree with completely.   

4 
 In a moment we will come to the Lord's Table.  If ever there was a symbol that takes 
seriously the reality of violence and evil, it must be this feast we are about to share.  
Consider the images:  bread and wine…common, every-day enough elements.  But what 
do they represent?  Christ's body broken by betrayal, persecution, abuse, and a cross.  
Christ's blood shed by ignorance, oppression, and tyranny.  If we forget the violence of 
these events when we come to the Lord's Table then we miss the point.   
 We live in a violent, troubling, dangerous world – a world in which the Son of God 
was crucified.  It is our task, not to run from these things, but to give to all that threatens 
our wholeness our best, most creative thinking and patient, painstaking negotiations.  As 
people who have a God-haunted perspective, it is also our task and great privilege to trust 
God is way out ahead of us engaged in worldwide disarmament of evil, hatred, and 
violence.8    
 By grace – that is, by way of a gift we do not deserve – we recite, ponder, discuss, 
memorize, and pray Psalm 46 in the certainty God is our refuge and strength.  Thanks be 
to God!   
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