WHERE IS GOD?  Which Way is Up?  
Proverbs 3:5-6

+++

Introduction
Speedboat racing is fast, rough, exhilarating, exciting and can be dangerous as well as deadly.  Some years back I heard about a speedboat driver who had survived a racing accident.  He said that he had been at near top speeds when his boat veered slightly and hit a wave at a dangerous angle.  The combined force of his speed and the size and angle of the wave sent the boat spinning crazily into the air.  He was thrown from his seat and propelled deeply into the water – so deep, in fact, that he had no idea which direction the surface was.  He had to remain calm and wait for the buoyancy of his life vest to begin pulling him up.  Once he discovered which way was up, he could swim for the surface.

Sometimes in life we find ourselves in similar situations.  We are submerged under the waters of stress, shame, struggles, situations and emotions.  We are under the water and we wonder:  Which way is up?

Solomon must have had moments such as these.  In Proverbs 3:5-6 he gives us two keys – two ways to allow God’s life vests to pull us up to the surface where we can find air, direction and safety.  What are they?

In the mountains of North Carolina, I am told, less than five miles apart, are two small towns.  One is named Trust.  The other is named Luck.  I believe there are two towns mentioned in our text today.  The one is named Trust, but the other is named Experience.

Let’s venture to those two towns this morning:

I  The Town of Trust.

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight.”  Prov. 3:5
-Ben Patterson, "Waiting," Leadership, Vol. 15, Number 1:
“In 1988, three friends and I climbed Mount Lyell, the highest peak in Yosemite National Park. Two of us were experienced mountaineers. I was not one of the experienced two. Our base camp was less than 2,000 feet from the peak, but the climb to the top and back was to take the better part of a day, due in large part to the difficulty of the glacier one must cross to get to the top. The morning of the climb we started out chattering and cracking jokes.

As the hours passed, the two mountaineers opened up a wide gap between me and my less-experienced companion. Being competitive by nature, I began to look for shortcuts to beat them to the top. I thought I saw one to the right of an outcropping of rock - so I went, deaf to the protests of my companion.

Perhaps it was the effect of the high altitude, but the significance of the two experienced climbers not choosing this path did not register in my consciousness. It should have, for 30 minutes later I was trapped in a cul-de-sac of rock atop the Lyell Glacier, looking down several hundred feet of a sheer slope of ice, pitched at about a 45 degree angle. ... I was only about 10 feet from the safety of a rock, but one little slip and I wouldn't stop sliding until I landed in the valley floor some 50 miles away! It was nearly noon, and the warm sun had the glacier glistening with slippery ice. I was stuck and I was scared.

It took an hour for my experienced climbing friends to find me. Standing on the rock I wanted to reach, one of them leaned out and used an ice ax to chip two little footsteps in the glacier. Then he gave me the following instructions: "Ben, you must step out from where you are and put your foot where the first foothold is. When your foot touches it, without a moment's hesitation swing your other foot across and land it on the next step. When you do that, reach out and I will take your hand and pull you to safety."

That sounded real good to me. It was the next thing he said that made me more frightened than ever. "But listen carefully: As you step across, do not lean into the mountain! If anything, lean out a bit. Otherwise, your feet may fly out from under you, and you will start sliding down."

I don't like precipices. When I am on the edge of a cliff, my instincts are to lie down and hug the mountain, to become one with it, not to lean away from it! But that was what my good friend was telling me to do. I looked at him real hard. ... Was there any reason, any reason at all, that I should not trust him? I certainly hoped not! So for a moment, based solely on what I believed to be the good will and good sense of my friend, I decided to say no to what I felt, to stifle my impulse to cling to the security of the mountain, to lean out, step out, and traverse the ice to safety. It took less than two seconds to find out if my faith was well founded. It was.

To save us, God often tells us to do things that are the opposite of our natural inclination. Is God loving and faithful? Can we trust him?

He is. We can.” 

The word ‘trust’ here in Proverbs 3:5 is batach  in the Hebrew.  It can be translated as trust, but it also can be translated as safe or careless or bold.  The idea is complete trust in the one who has your life in the palm of his hand.  The word Lord here is the covenant name of God, giving us the reason for that trust.  The author encourages us to trust in that Lord before we rely on our own insight.  That takes boldness to be such a carefree person.

Blondin was a 19th century acrobat, famous for his tightrope act 160 feet above Niagara Falls on a rope which was over a thousand feet long.  In 1860, a Royal party from Britain saw Blondin cross the tightrope on stilts, and again blindfolded.  After that he stopped halfway and cooked and ate an omelet.  Next he wheeled a wheelbarrow from one side to the other, and returned with a sack of potatoes in it.  Then Blondin approached the Royal party.  He asked the Duke of Newcastle, “Do you believe I could take a man across the tightrope in this wheelbarrow?”  “Yes, I do,” said the Duke.  “Hope in, then,” replied Blondin.  Well, the Duke declined Blondin’s challenge.  He might have believed Blondin could do it, but he wasn’t about to trust him with his life.
Will you trust the Lord?

II The Town of Experience.

“In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.” Prov. 3:6

Good ol’ Charlie Brown sits beside Lucy van Pelt’s “Flawless Advice” Psychiatric Help 5 cents please booth.  The Doctor is in.  Charlie Brown says to Lucy, “So for all I know I’m wrong.  My trouble is I never know if I’m doing the right thing.  I need to have someone around who can tell me when I’m doing the right thing.”  Lucy responds by saying, “Okay…You’re doing the right thing…That’ll be five cents, please!”  Charlie Brown walks away smiling.  Lucy kicks her feet up, another client helped.  Then Charlie Brown returns, a sad look on his face.  He says, “I was wrong…It didn’t help… you need more in life than just having someone around to tell you when you’re doing the right thing.”  Then Lucy says, “Now you’ve really learned something, Charlie Brown!  That’ll be another five cents, please!”
In the Hebrew for verse 6 we find that experience on the road of life is a great guide when we want to know which way is up.  ‘Ways’ here is literally ‘roads’ and we have many of them that we take in life.  But the word I want to lift up is the word ‘acknowledge.’  It is the Hebrew word yada.  It means knowledge gained through the senses and experience.  Experience is a great teacher and a great guide.  God can use them, as we open the door to his infusion, to make our paths straight.  Confederate Army General Simon Bolivar Buckner, whose West Point friendship with Ulysses S. Grant survived the Civil War, liked to tell the story of an old resident in his Kentucky home who was celebrated for his down-home wisdom. "Uncle Zeke," a young man once asked, "How does it come you're so wise?"

"Because," said the old man, "I've got good judgment. Good judgment comes from experience, and experience well, that comes from poor judgment."
Once several members of a Hasidic congregation had become hopelessly lost in a dense forest. They were delighted when unexpectedly they came upon their rabbi who was also wandering through the woods. They implored, Master, we are lost! Please show us the way out of the forest.

The rabbi replied, I do not know the way out either, but I do know which paths lead nowhere. I will show you the ways that won't work, and then perhaps together we can discover the ones that do. 

—Sheldon Kopp, in Blues Ain't Nothing but a Good Soul Feeling Bad, as cited in Spiritual Literacy: Reading the Sacred in Everyday Life, Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat, eds. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 476-477.
Conclusion
James Boice tells the story about a friend of his who was trying to learn how to climb a telephone pole as part of a new job he had one summer.  All he had to do this was a broad leather belt, his tool bag attached to his hip and some special boots with metal spikes.  You have to dig those spikes into the wooden pole to climb.  Now climbing a pole is relatively easy – as long as you lean back.  But his friend had a trust issue.  He was afraid to lean back – to trust the leather belt to hold him – and when you don’t lean back your spikes won’t work very well. At first his friend wouldn’t lean at all and as a result he never got off the ground.  The spikes would not go into the wood.    With practice his friend would climb up a bit and get afraid and lean in – only to plummet to the ground – splinters to boot.  As he practiced he began to learn – lean back – trust the belt and you climb the pole and set the wiring.  By the end of the summer his friend was an old pro at climbing the telephone poles.  


Can you trust the Lord that in all the experiences of life he can show you which way is up?  Lean back and trust Him!
