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The Wonder of Being Fully Known
Psalm 139:1-18, 23-24

If this psalm tells us anything, it tells us that there is no place where we can go that God does not go with us.  The psalmist asks if there is anywhere that he could go to escape the presence of God and offers a beautifully descriptive answer to his own question:  “If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there; if I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest reaches of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me and your right hand shall hold me fast.”  The psalmist tells us that he’s tried everywhere he could think, but that there was no where he could go that the God who knew him through and through was not there.
Frankly, I wish I had remembered that the other day while I sat at the Atlanta airport waiting for my flight back home from a week of continuing education.  I had spent the week with about 15 other Presbyterian pastors, and I was dog tired.  We had spent long days looking at the lectionary texts for this year and listening to lectures about the task of preaching and presenting papers for each of the Sundays.  I was exhausted as I sat in one of those ubiquitous blue airport chairs and waited for my flight.

According to the psalmist, God surely knew this.  Surely God knew how I felt and what I was thinking.  God had to know that all I wanted was a little time to sit quietly.  And God must have known that, of all the people sitting around me, I would have been happy to have any one of them sit next to me on that crowded, modestly long flight from Atlanta to Dulles.  But, according to the psalmist, God also surely knew the one person in that large gathering that I didn’t want to sit by.  He was dressed in the tell-tale uniform of a group known for its extended conversations trying to get you to switch to their particular brand of religion.  As if ignoring the fact that he couldn’t have been a day past twenty-one, his nametag proclaimed that he was “Elder So-and So,” and it announced that he was an ambassador for Jesus Christ.
I confess that I began to calculate my odds.  God, according to the psalmist, knew my thoughts:  “I would be happy to sit by any of the folks waiting for this flight.”  Of the 150 plus who sat around me, I thought that was a fairly generous offer on my part.  There was only 1 that I wanted to avoid.  But, the psalmist reminded me, God knows that thought too.

I finally arrived at seat 36D.  Care to guess who was sitting in 36E with that expectant look on his face?  I didn’t have much time to process it at the time, but I remember thinking something like this:  “OK, God, if you know my thoughts so well, what do you think of this one?”

I sat down, the dreaded inevitable conversation began, and he began to look for discoveries for use in my impending conversion.  When he finally got it out of me that I was a Presbyterian pastor returning from a week of continuing education, he announced a bit too loudly for my liking, “I think God must have arranged the seating today.”  I didn’t have the heart to tell him, “Elder So-and-so, you don’t know the half it.”
It reminded me of a story my friend Chris Joiner once told me.  Like me, Chris spent at least one week a summer of his childhood attending church camp.  His early childhood experiences were more about adventure than spiritual pursuits.  As he grew older, however, other pursuits entered his mind.  He then told me how at church camp in Alabama, boys quickly learn that the quickest way to attract a girl was to feign maturity, and that the best way to do that in a church camp was to pretend to be the most spiritual guy there.

As Chris tells it, there was a particularly engaging fourteen year old biblical scholar named Melissa Thigpen who announced one day in the Bible study that her pastor had taught her youth group about the importance of reading the psalms every day, thereby creating a keen interest in the psalms for Chris and several other would-be suitors.  Chris, ever the optimist, began a search for a psalm passage that he could recite for her, thinking that it would give him the romantic edge that he needed.

So, with this less-than-pure motivation, Chris began pouring through the psalms, trying to figure out which psalm would be most effective.  He thought about the 23rd Psalm immediately, but dismissed it in favor of one more conducive to romance.  He ran across Psalm 139, where these words engaged him:  “O Lord, you have searched me and known me.  You are acquainted with all my ways.  Even before a word is on my lips, you know it completely.”  It was, Chris remembers, like the gentle voice of God whispering through the pine trees, “I know about Melissa.  I know why you’re hear reading the Bible.”  As Chris tells it, that psalm was a bit too close for comfort, so he switched back to the safer 23rd.

The God we meet in Psalm 139 is one who is relentless in searching us out.  This God is not removed from the world, but rather is intimately involved in the lives of humans.  There is no place where we can go—from deepest sea to farthest height to most crowded airport—where God is not with us, discerning our thoughts and knowing us through and through.  As our prayer before worship reminds us, our hearts are open to God, “all our desires are known, and none of our secrets are hidden.”  There is no place where we can go that God does not hold us fast.
And sometimes we are left to wonder—is that a good thing, or a frightening thing?  Even the psalmist seems a bit uncertain as he falls into the language of entrapment, as he describes that God hems him in, behind and before, and you get the sense that being fully known by anyone—especially by God—can be a bit unsettling.

Michael Lindvall, a Presbyterian pastor, has written a short story that tells the tale of Mitch Simpson, who came out of seminary with fresh ideas for turning around a dying congregation.  He writes, “This was not so much a vision of an invigorated Johnston Memorial Church, but more a vision of the Reverend.  The wireless mic was, rumor has it, Mitch’s idea.  But it was hardly necessary, as the back half of the church had been roped off to make everybody sit up front.  The old pulpit mic worked fine.  But a wireless mic represented cutting edge technology for the church and was somehow part of Mitch Simpson’s vision of his destiny as a clergyman.”
“The instruction booklet noted in bold letters that the user must take caution to activate on/off switch on unit only when ready to broadcast.  The on/off switch was, however, very small.  Mitch pushed it down, which for most switches means off, but not for this one.”

“As the congregation of Johnston Memorial waited for the service to began that day, the first odd sound they heard was the rustling of papers as Mitch shuffled through the notes in his office.  He went to the window and saw a middle-aged couple he knew to be from the Congregational Church on the other side of the freeway.  Mitch opened his office door, which caused the entire congregation to look up at the ceiling speakers.  Mitch saw an elder walking down the hall, and called out to him, ‘Sam, the Bengtons from the Congregational Church are coming in the front door.  I want you to go and make nice to them.’  As Sam marched off, Mitch uttered the fatal words to himself and to an attentively listening congregation:  ‘Maybe a few angry Congregationalists can breathe some life into this corpse.’”

“Now, Mitch had drunk four cups of coffee that morning and the next thing he did was to walk to the washroom, open the door, do what he needed to do, flush, walk out, shut the door, and sigh deeply.  All of this, of course, was clearly audible to the stunned congregation.  The full range of Mitch’s humanity, physical and spiritual, had been broadcast to the congregation.  He was known.”

In his story, Lindvall makes a connection to Psalm 139, “The Psalmist is saying that we are all fitted with a wireless mic patched into the Divine Mind.  And the on/off switch is always on.  It is terrifying to be altogether known.”

Something within us recoils at this level of knowledge.  We do not want to be know this well by anyone—especially God.  Many of us, I suspect, prefer a God who doesn’t know us that intimately, one who is there when we have need, but not one so acutely aware of our every thought.

The good news of God is that even though we prefer distance, God does not.  Even though we may run, we cannot hide.  Though we might like our lives to be blessedly independent, God chooses to be in relationship with us.  The Psalm speaks of a relationship characterized by God’s pursuit, God’s invasion even, of our lives by any means necessary.

And the good news about this knowledge for us is this:  The God who knows all is also the God who forgives all.  The good news of Jesus Christ is that the God who knows us is the God who loves us.   In spite of our horrible thoughts; in spite of our mixed motivations; in spite of the secrets we try so desperately to keep hidden, there is no getting around the psalmist’s words:  we are fully known.  But, more wonderful by far, we are also fully loved.

There is one question that comes with that news, though, and it’s this:  Since God knows you already—and loves you beyond measure already—there’s no use wasting your energy trying to escape from God or to hide from God.  You can free it for other things.  So, what are we going to do with all that energy?
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� Chris Joiner, the pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Franklin, Tennessee, also tells this story in his sermon “Too Close for Comfort.”


� Michael Lindvall, “The Dreadful Omniscience of God” in The Good News from North Haven  (New York:  The Crossroad Publishing Corporation, 2002.), 146-152.





