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There are certain people I do not want to be in a car with 

unless I am driving. Make no mistake this is not because I 

need to be the driver, but there are people whose driving turns me into a white 

knuckle passenger. For those of you in the land of student drivers, I hear you. 

There are other people I do not want in the car with me when I am driving. 

Because they feel the need to be the constant co-pilot that I did not ask for. 

And of course there are those moments when the drivers around us tense us up 

too. One day I was on the highway and a truck was merging on my right hand 

side, and a truck was passing on my left, and the merging truck just kept right 

on merging and there was nowhere for me to be, I swear it. I was surrounded by 

loud accelerating diesel engines and clattering tractor trailers, and no one 

could hear my tiny little horn warning that I was there. Somehow I squeezed 

through. In the middle of it, I swore I might be squeezing that steering wheel so 

hard, it would crumble into bits. How on earth did I make it? When I got where I 

was going, I took a big exhale. It was more than a moment of having been a 

successful road warrior.  I was giving thanks to God for what felt like 

deliverance. God is our refuge and strength.  

  

In those moments where it seemed like everything was in the balance, I knew it 

even then, that God was in my midst. Knew it in the way we feel that, beyond 

words. Having talked with enough of you I’ve heard beautiful stories of how you 

have looked back and seen God at work in your lives. Sometimes when it 

didn’t seem possible, and you knew that you were powerless to make anything 

happen of your own accord, like my trip on the highway. Sometimes an 

unexpected possibility emerges, and it wasn’t the one you had been praying 

for at all. Sometimes moments of simple beauty in the midst of challenge 

allowed for peace.  
 

These are the moments that Psalm 46 calls to mind. Usually, we meet this psalm 

on Reformation Sunday, as the basis for the great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress is 

Our God,” the song I lovingly call “The Battle Hymn of the Lutherans.” It is a 

rousing, victory song that we sing full throated and with the organ booming. A 

mighty fortress, a bulwark never failing. God is our strength. Sometimes I 

wonder if our emphasis is upon God or “our strength.”   

  



At the tail end of the psalm 46, there is another phrase common to many of us- 

“Be still and know that I am God.” It shows up on cards, as a sort of “serenity 

now” buzz phrase. “Be Still” has been pretty much domesticated apart from the 

rest of the psalm. But it’s important that we keep it in its place. This psalm is 

recalling deliverance amidst images describing what seems like the world 

falling apart. Mountains crashing into the sea, waters roaring, and high anxiety. 

If we imagine being actually in such spaces, we wonder where on earth can 

we go to be safe. As God says, “Be still!”  

Robert Alter’s wonderful translation of this psalm says this a little differently. In 

place of “be still” which can seem like what we tell fidgeting kids, Alter’s 

translation says, “Let go.”   

Let go. Release your grip. Unclench your hand curled into a fist. And remember 

that God is God. Or as one of my seminary mentors put it, “God is God, and 

you are not.”  

And God rules.  

When I am in dire straits, I am glad that God rules. As for “A Mighty Fortress,” 

one of Luther’s biographers noted he wrote this when suffering from the greatest 

episode of depression, though many such times devastated him. “Be Still!” For 

him very much echoed the words Jesus spoke to the wind and the waves 

tossing the disciples around in a storm on the sea. God rules, thank God.  

  

There are I think, two challenges for us in our everyday lives. The first is that 

when we are in the midst of times that threaten to overcome us, it can be so 

very hard to see God is in our midst. We can instead feel isolated, or we that we 

alone must master the universe, only to find that the things we think will help us 

master the world, rule us instead.  

The second is that when we are not in such times, we can forget that 

connection with God. We go along feeling that we have mastered things and 

we fail to see how our abundance is possible.  

“Be still and know that I am God” is an invitation to stop rushing around, to be 

quiet and center on God, which is an invitation we do need. It also challenges 

us as a people to stop thinking that we are so great, to stop thinking we can do 

what we like in God’s world, and to stop thinking we can do what we like with 

God’s people or God’s creation. Let go, release your grip, and let it sink in. 

Know that God is God. Seeing God’s presence aligns our hearts and minds with 

the heart and mind of God.  

   

Alter translates the end of the psalm not as the Lord “is exalted” over the earth 

but that God “looms.” Usually we think of looming as a negative.  

But if anyone is looming, I am awfully glad it is God.  



Since God, ruler of the universe, is looming over the whole earth, it means that 

nothing else has the ultimate power to do so. And knowing who we proclaim 

God to be, this is very good news.  

  

This is clearly seen in todays’ gospel, the jarring “out of season” story of Jesus 

and the thieves on crosses. All of the might of the Roman Empire comes to bear 

in keeping people in their places with torture and crucifixion. Jesus is nailed to 

a cross, seeming surrounded by the looming might of such a world, and 

seemingly with nowhere left to go.   

The thief next to him, probably struggling with each breath, is drawn out of that 

by turning to Jesus who promises- “truly I tell you that today you will be with me 

in Paradise.”   

It was probably barely audible over the din of the scene of the soldiers 

chattering to pass the time, groans of the dying and those jeers of those passing 

by and mocking.   

Perhaps just above a whisper, words parsed out breath by breath.   

You will be with me.   

It’s an edict, a proclamation- from the true ruler of the universe.  

  

For us, this is not an invitation to just check out of the world until some day it will 

get better. We are called to recognize the new reality God in Christ ushers in 

and to give our bodies, minds and souls to our Lord. To grow in knowing and 

trusting the One whose heart wants to destroy all that would destroy us and 

usher in peace and new life. To stop spending our energy and resources in 

ways that are not life giving. Rest assured- that God is God and God is in 

charge. It is said that in the darkest times of the Reformation, Martin Luther 

would call to his friend and fellow reformer, Phillip Melanchthon, saying, “Come 

Phillip, let us sing the forty-sixth psalm.” May these words be our refuge and 

strength and guide as we follow our Lord in all times as well.   
 


