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Sermon “Wings of Love”

Scripture Readings

Psalm 91

You who live in the shelter of the Most High, who abide in the shadow of the Almighty, will say to the LORD, "My refuge and my fortress; my God, in whom I trust." For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence; he will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness is a shield and buckler. You will not fear the terror of the night, or the arrow that flies by day, or the pestilence that stalks in darkness, or the destruction that wastes at noonday. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you. You will only look with your eyes and see the punishment of the wicked. Because you have made the LORD your refuge, the Most High your dwelling place, no evil shall befall you, no scourge come near your tent. For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone. You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and the serpent you will trample under foot. Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who know my name. When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble, I will rescue them and honor them. With long life I will satisfy them, and show them my salvation. 

Luke 13:31-35

At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, "Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you." He said to them, "Go and tell that fox for me, 'Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work.  Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.'  Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing. See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when you say, 'Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.'"  

There’s a story that circulates every now and then, entitled:  “Who Packed Your Parachute?”

It is said to have originated from a man by the name of Charles Plumb who was a US Navy jet pilot during the Vietnam War.  After completing 75 combat missions, the plane he was flying was hit by an air missile. Plumb had no choice but to eject or die—so he parachuted--right into enemy hands. 
Captured, he spent the next 6 years in a Vietnamese prison. But amazingly, he survived the whole ordeal and began to give lectures on the lessons he learned from that experience!

One day, when Plumb and his wife were sitting in a restaurant, a man at another table came up and said, "You're Plumb! You flew jet fighters in Vietnam from the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk. You were shot down!"

"How in the world did you know that?" asked Plumb.

"I packed your parachute," the man replied. 
Plumb gasped in surprise as the man pumped his hand and said, "I guess it worked!" 
"It sure did!” Plumb assured him, “If your chute hadn't worked, I wouldn't be here today."
Well, we can be sure that heartfelt words of overwhelming gratitude were also spoken during that encounter. Because right before his eyes, Plumb had seen the man who saved his life.
Afterwards, when he tried to go to sleep that night, Plumb couldn't stop thinking about that man. He tried to imagine how that guy had looked in a sailor uniform:  white hat; bib in the back; bell-bottom trousers. He wondered how many times he might have passed the man and not even said a word, not even 'Good morning, how are you?' …because, you see, Plumb was a fighter pilot and that man was just a sailor.  
As he lay awake that night, Plumb thought about other things too—like the many hours the sailor must have spent at a long wooden table in the bowels of the ship, carefully folding the silks of each parachute. And how, each time he did so, he had held in his hands--the fate of another human being--who trusted that the person who packed his parachute was trust worthy.

"Who's packs your parachute?" Plumb now asks audiences all over the country.
It is also our question for today, and for us, it is a spiritual question…
Let’s take a closer look…
We all need the assurance 
that we will be kept safe 
when danger comes our way.
This is a basic need of all living beings

--to be protected from harm.

Fear can be stifling!

Without security, 

a person cannot mature 

and grow in this life.

Our preference, of course, 
would be:

that nothing bad would ever happen in life.

In an ideal world, 

life would be like it was for Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden!
Man and woman had everything they could possibly need


…and all was peace and joy and love. 

But the reality is…
Adam and Eve “blew it!” 

But we shouldn’t be too hard on them,

because if they hadn’t done it, 
someone else would’ve 

…eventually.

So here we all are: 

Living in a fallen world,

faced with one difficulty after another!
Our bodies wear out, 
we get sick. 
We become disappointed; 

we get lonely.

Sometimes, 

we even feel that we have been forgotten. 
The worst feeling of all, though, 

is fear.

Other than the fear of God that leads us to wisdom,


we have “nothing to fear but fear itself”



--as long as we can be “as wise as a serpent and as innocent as a dove.” 

Wise people are doing all they can to not let fear stifle them into merely existing 

in this “not-so-safe” world.

According to a recent news article, 
the security industry 
is one of the fastest growing industries in North America. 
Homes and offices all over the country 

are having sensors installed on windows, 
dead bolts on doors, 
and motion detectors 
inside and outside the property. 
Security alarms and even electric fences 
are now having to be installed 
to protect persons and property. 
Everyone wants to be safe,


and at the same time,

the stark reality is…




our world is increasingly becoming 

an increasingly unsafe place to live. 

Like the chicks in today’s scripture readings, we all need some wings to crawl under 




whenever the world around us feels unsafe.
In a physical sense, those wings do not exist. But in a spiritual sense, they do.

All who believe in “a higher power” have somewhere to go to seek refuge 
when the going gets rough.

We must look beyond ourselves 
and beyond the security industry
to find our place of refuge.

It’s not surprising, then, 

that the theme of  “God’s protection and care”
is one of the great and wondrous topics 
of the Bible. 
This is the theme we discover 
in both of today’s scripture readings.

Our Old Testament reading contains some very bold promises: 

Almighty God will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence; he will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness is a shield and buckler. You will not fear the terror of the night, or the arrow that flies by day, or the pestilence that stalks in darkness, or the destruction that wastes at noonday. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you.
And the Psalmist goes on to say:

Because you have made the LORD your refuge, the Most High your dwelling place, no evil shall befall you, no scourge come near your tent. For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone. You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and the serpent you will trample under foot. Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who know my name. When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble, I will rescue them and honor them. With long life I will satisfy them, and show them my salvation. 
Pretty huge promises…How are we to make meaning out of this for our own lives



--that are laden with hardship, sorrow, and disappointment?

Well, one thing we know for sure:
God does not keep believers from being harmed 

any more than He does nonbelievers.

Earthquakes and stray bullets,

cancer and heart attacks


these kinds of things affect the lives of persons in every walk of life. 

…For we live in a fallen world, 


no one is exempt from the difficulties of life.

So, if bad things happen to all people,

what do God’s sheltering wings protect us from?  

Well, it is obvious that we are going to have to take this  
to a whole different level.
We have to take it to a spiritual level.

The true message of Psalm 91 is that nothing can do us eternal harm
--when we are under the shelter of God’s wings.


When we take the promise of protection to this level


we can find comfort.

It was Martin Luther who said of this Psalm:

 “This is the most distinguished jewel among all the psalms of consolation.” 

Certainly, there are times in all of our lives 
when all we want to do 

is crawl under some protective wings 
and be protected from the harm 

that threatens to consume us. 
"He will cover you with his feathers,” the Psalmist assures us,

“and under his wings you will find refuge." 
This is what the sings of God’s love offer us—presence and comfort.
But for those who place physical well being above all else,

the big question asked when bad things happen is this: 
“Where was God’s protection when this happened?”
All we can say when confronted with these kinds of questions is this:

“God was with you the whole time. He was there right beside you, crying with you.”

“I will be with you in trouble, protecting your soul,” God has promised us.   

Those who have experienced this know what it means.

Modern-day theologian by the name Lewis Smedes 

tells of such a time in his own life in his works entitled:

 My God and I: A Memoir:
"About 4 years into my teaching profession, my wife Doris gave birth to a beautiful baby boy who died before he had lived the whole of a day. God’s face has never looked the same to me since. Because of my Calvinism, God’s face had had the unmovable serenity of an absolute sovereign absolutely in control of absolutely everything. Every good thing, every bad thing, every triumph, every tragedy, from the fall of every sparrow to the ascent of every rocket, everything was under God’s silent, strange and secretive control. But I could not believe that God was in control of our child’s dying…. On the day that our baby boy died, I knew that I could never again believe that God had arranged for our tiny child to die before he had hardly begun to live, any more than I could believe that we would, one fine day when God would make it all plain, praise God that it had happened… 
A pious but good-hearted neighbor [tried to comfort] me by reminding me that ‘God is in control.’ I wanted to say to her, ‘Not this time.’ It seems to me that the privilege of being the delicate organisms we are in the kind of world we live in comes at a price. The price is that things go wrong, badly wrong sometimes, which should come as no surprise… Doris and I cried a lot, and we knew that in our tears God was with us, paying attention to us, shedding ten thousand tears for every one of ours. Neither of us had a moment’s inclination to give up on God, to quit believing in God or to quit trusting God. In fact, God never seemed more real to either of us. Never closer. Never more important.  I could stop believing that God had micromanaged our tiny boy’s dying. But I could not stop believing that God was still with us."    

Any who have had their heart broken, their dreams shattered, 
know how devastated this person felt. 

And all who have experience the presence of God in such times also know how comforted 

this person felt.

How important it is to remember that: 
God does not take us out of our problems. 
but rather, steps into your problems to be there with us there

 

God will give us the help we need to live for God in this life, 
in this world, 
even with all of its struggles, hardships, 
evils and injustices.

Under his wings we will find refuge. 

A story is told that illustrates this promise beautifully:


After a forest fire in Yellowstone National Park, forest rangers began their trek up a mountain to assess the inferno's damage. One ranger found a bird literally petrified in ashes, perched statuesquely on the ground at the base of a tree.
Somewhat sickened by the eerie sight, he knocked over the bird with a stick. When he struck it, three tiny chicks scurried from under their dead mother's wings. The loving mother, keenly aware of impending disaster, had carried her offspring to the base of the tree and had gathered them under her wings, instinctively knowing that the toxic smoke would rise. She could have flown to safety but had refused to abandon her babies. When the blaze had arrived and the heat had singed her small body, the mother had remained steadfast. Because she had been willing to die, those under the cover of her wings would live.

Like the bird who stayed with its chicks in the Yellowstone fire, 
so does God stay with us no matter what. 
What it all comes down to is trust. 
And this leads us right into our New Testament passage:

For trust is exactly what the people of Israel were lacking.

I believe that Jesus was deeply saddened by this.

His own people had rejected him and his words 

--just as they had rejected 

the prophets who had come before him.

We can imagine him looking over the city that day, 

tears streaming down his cheeks, 

crying, 

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing. 
It is highly possible 

that as Jesus sat there looking out over the city that day 

 
that he was seeing a clear vision of what was to come



some 40 years later 

--the destruction of the Holy Temple 

and the city of Jerusalem.

It’s no wonder he was filled with sorrow that day.

He had sensed that danger was near,

and he had tried to care for his people



but they had pushed him away.

Like a mother hen, Jesus had tried to gather them under his wings but they would not come.

An interesting fact I came across this past week in my studies is this:

That this action of spreading the wings 

is so instinctive 
that when danger approaches,

an adult bird will spread its wings 
even when there are no chicks are around. 
[kind of like our mothers used to do in the days before seat belts…]

Likewise, God is there for us in the storms of life that come our way,

If we will trust God and come to him,

He will be with us through it all, 

comforting us with wings of love. 

And when the time comes for us to take that leap of faith in life—whatever that may entail,,

it is God who packs our parachutes.

So…let us place our trust in God, the Father,

and in the Son Jesus Christ—let us come to them


--for we know that they will be with us



to the end and beyond. Amen.

[direct congregation to sing “Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus” Hymnal p. 462]
