I am well content

Psalm 16, Hebrews 10:19-25

17th November 2024
You have probably noticed that most of the advertisements on the TV or on the Internet are based on first whipping up some discontent in us before actually ‘solving’ our problems we didn’t know we had. Are you dissatisfied with your conventional oven? We’ll give you the latest air-fryer which will out-perform your old gadget. Are you worried about hair loss? Our latest shampoo will miraculously deal with it. Soon you will have a full crop of hair! You don’t know what news to believe? Switch on our news channel, read our blog, sign on for our influencers’ website and you will have the truth and nothing but the truth. So, it is easy to find ourselves in a permanent state of dissatisfaction. 

What a contrast then to hear the testimony of the ancient author of Psalm 16 saying: ‘I am well content with my inheritance, the lines fall for me in pleasant places.’ And if we may be tempted to think that it was easier for him to be content in that simpler, more basic life he probably led, let me quote you something I heard just the other day. Someone was celebrating an important birthday and looking back on their life, this is the conclusion they came to: “All through my life I have been surrounded by God’s amazing love and care, which I have experienced in my family and friends. I was given a vocation which was just right for my abilities and in which I could joyfully engage all my creativity. And once I retired the opportunity opened up to serve my church, which I am doing to this very day (It was an 80th Birthday! – I may add) I cannot be thankful enough for my loving and faithful wife, or proud enough of my children, who turned out to be lovely, gifted, responsible adults, not to mention our grandchildren, who are our constant delight. I am a truly happy and blessed person.”

So, what is it that makes some people content, when most of us seem more in the complaining frame of mind? Often focussing on the shortages in life and feeling hard done by even without the help of the advertisers? The thing is that, as far as I can see, the contentment does not come from an enchanted life, where all is well all the time. Psalm 16 is a praising, thanksgiving song, yet the very first line gives us an indication that the author didn’t have an untroubled life: ‘Keep me God, for in you have I found refuge.’ He needed the refuge. He had problems he couldn’t solve. Maybe he was struck by an illness, lost people or things precious to him. Or he was simply weighed down by the surrounding cultures and religions that he was not able to resist.

Similarly with our 21st century friend. Knowing something of his life, as I do, I can say it wasn’t all plain sailing either. There were sad losses to grieve over, sickness that nearly claimed a life, friendships that have broken down, ongoing physical frailties needing constant management. And yet. Divided by several millennia, these two people both speak of their relationship with God, in which they can and do feel secure and blessed. A relationship, which sustains them and which, in spite of its boundaries and its correctives, culminates in overwhelming praise and thanksgiving. 


The writer of Hebrews in the NT also recognises this possibility of contentment, assurance and confidence in God, which he finds in the life and death of Jesus. So, can we say that being well content is the most desirable state of mind, which in the words of Psalm 16 makes ‘the heart glad, the spirit rejoice and a body resting unafraid’? It sounds ideal, doesn’t it? And looking at this Psalm in isolation we may think that this is the culmination of human life: getting our personal relationship with God sorted and that way we can achieve a happy and contented life. 

But, the question arises shouldn’t there be room for some dissatisfaction at least on others’ behalf? When there is so much suffering and injustice around us, shouldn’t that disturb our peace? Looking at the life of Jesus we see he was a man for others. He lived on and constantly nurtured his relationship with God, but it didn’t make him well content and sit back, rather it gave him the impetus to care for others and stand up against all that was wrong and unjust in the world. The Letter to the Hebrews takes this on board, at least partially, when he urges the early Christians to care for each other and be responsible for each others’ wellbeing. Even going as far as telling them to attend their meetings regularly (and I honestly didn’t know this passage would fall on the day of our church meeting!) His motivation for all this was different from ours. He, along with a lot of his contemporaries, was expecting the imminent return of Jesus. After 2000 years this may not be our motivation. But looking at the scriptural witness as a whole in both Testaments, we find we were not created merely for a happy and contented one-to-one relationship with God. Jesus’ example and his practice of using his Scriptures, encourages us to take further the conclusion of Psalm 16 and see how these things work in our, 21th century world

If we are thankful to God, if we love and delight in God, it means to love and delight in things that God loves and delights in. In the Creation story the man (Adam) is given a companion, and God delights in their togetherness even at the cost of perhaps losing some of the man’s devotion. In the Book of Genesis God chooses Israel, but that choice implies a vocation to be a blessing to all nations. In the great prophetic vision of Isaiah (in chapter 19) Israel is joined by Egypt and Assyria, long standing enemies, in becoming a delight to God and a blessing to the world; Symbolising the widest possible understanding of God’s sphere of love and care. 

And in the week when the COP 29 nations are meeting in Azerbajdzsan, we cannot forget about God’s care and delight in the non-human world, or as one author calls it the more than human world. (Debra Rienstra: Refugia Faith, 2022).This conference is dealing with the greatest challenge of our times: climate change and its effects on all of us, not to mention on the whole ecosystem of our planet. 

If we are thankful to God, if we love and delight in God, it also means to love and delight in the more than human world, as God does. Just read chapters 38-41 of the Book of Job to see God’s intimate knowledge and care and even pride in the animal kingdom, who by their very existence join in the cosmic song of praise. There is a whole chapter and a half devoted to describe the amazing creation of the crocodile of all creatures! Or listen to Jesus’ words extolling the beauty and worth of the lilies of the fields and God’s care for the sparrows that fall on the ground.  So if we are thankful to God and delight in God, we will feel sorrow and discontent when there is suffering and loss in God’s world, both in the human and in the more than human world. 

It is good news that our Prime Minister is trying to lead the way in making significant commitments towards tackling some of the big problems at the COP 29 summit. At the same time it may be a matter of lament that, except for one or two isolated examples over our history, Christianity as a whole is coming fairly late to the recognition of this aspect of Creation theology. We have been concentrating more on our individual salvation rather than give consideration to the rest of the world. We have forgotten that God
so loved the world’ where the word ‘world’ means the cosmos, the whole created universe. It was not until 2015 that Pope Francis in his encyclical called for, what he called, an ‘ecological conversion’ in the face of the massive destruction and escalating species extinctions we are causing and leaving behind for future generations.

We are slowly and gradually getting better at it. It is a cause for thanksgiving and celebration that we now have things like the eco-church movement, which encourages churches to get dissatisfied with the status quo and get passionate about change. So we are grateful to our own ECO Church group here at AFC for their activity and guidance. However, we now know that real change in a global sense will not come without serious sacrifices by us, the well-to-do nations of the world. Perhaps, as nations we are not ready for this yet. But, as Christians, followers of the One who was willing to give his own life to show his Father’s love for the world, we could humbly accept a similar role and in his strength witness to the possibility of a simpler life in order that others may simply live.

In conclusion, there is great blessing in being well content with all God’s good gifts, which enables us to feel the discontent when any of those gifts are ignored, taken for granted or misused.

As we come to the Lord’s Table we give thanks for all God’s gifts and most of all for the gift of Jesus, who showed us the best way to love God back by loving God’s world to the best of our abilities. May we do it in the power of his Spirit. 
Erna Stevenson
