
April 25, 2010
Praying During Adversity


Daniel 4

To grasp the significance of this chapter, we need some background information.  Nebuchadnezzar was a Babylonian King and, using the standards of his day, was considered a benevolent ruler.  To our ears and to modern standards, that would not be the case--he be hauled before a war crimes tribunal.

But in his day--roughly 600 years before the birth of Jesus--he was benevolent because he had consideration for the plight of his people and he used his power to better the lives of his people.  He did this by collecting tribute which he did not hoard but spread about in his nation bettering the lives of his subjects.

Early in his reign, Nebuchadnezzar was known for yearly military forays to conquer surrounding territories and force the local rulers to pay such tribute and, if he needed it, to surrender people to be used as slave labor in Babylon.  These yearly trips would also include return visits to established vassals who, for one reason or another, failed to pay up.

Judea was in such a state--paying tribute.  But one year, the king established relations with another neighboring power--Egypt--and did not pay.  Nebuchadnezzar returned, conquered Jerusalem, established a new vassal king who would pay the tribute and forced the old king and some skilled members of Hebrew society into slavery in Babylon.

But the lesson was lost on this new king who, a few years down the road, re-established relations with Egypt and refused the pay.  When Nebuchadnezzar returned this time, he razed the city of Jerusalem--including destroying the temple--and forced virtually the entire population of the city into a forced march to slavery in Babylon.  But before the march began, Nebuchadnezzar forced the king to watch the execution of his children and then blinded the king so that as he went into the slavery, his last sight was that of the death of his sons.

Let me bring in some other biblical references from this time.  Do you recall the story of Jeremiah buying a farm as a symbol of hope?  Jeremiah bought the farm as Nebuchadnezzar was destroying the city and temple and forcing all Hebrew citizens into slavery.  It was, for those Hebrews, a statement that this exile would not last; that God would eventually return them to their homeland.

And some of the laments in the book of Psalms hail from this period.  Psalm 121 asks the question, “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?”  The foreign land was Babylon.

Nebuchadnezzar reigned for a long time as the Babylonian king.  But in the later years, for what ever reason, historians have recorded little.  Nebuchadnezzar stopped his yearly military raids.  It was rumored the Nebuchadnezzar suffered some form of breakdown--saddled with the pressure of improving the standard of living for all Babylonians.  This rumor plays a major role in understanding this chapter of Daniel.  Exactly what happened, no one knows for sure.  But it is described in Daniel in terms that that would make J. K. Rowling proud.  Daniel portrays Nebuchadnezzar’s problems in terms of morphing into an animal like being.

In addition, Nebuchadnezzar was credited with releasing the Hebrews from bondage and allowing them to return to Jerusalem and Judea.  This action was interpreted as his conversion to Hebrew faith.  This, too, plays a role in understanding this chapter of Daniel.

Finally, remember that in the Old Testament, kings and divine right were commonly accepted.  We see this, too, in this chapter of Daniel and elsewhere.  Remember how Samuel anointed Saul King, then revoked God’s approval and anointed David King.  But the concept of rulers being instruments of God is firmly rejected in the passion story of Jesus where he responds to Pilate, “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above.”  With these words, Jesus submits to the inevitable consequences--it is not an indication that Pilate had God’s blessings.  Governments and rulers are crucial to successful human society, but it does not mean we surrender to the state as we surrender to Jesus.  It is just the opposite.  To proclaim that God is sovereign is to make human authority tentative, temporary, and always liable to being disregarded in favor of the higher divine authority.

So with these understandings, let us read the fourth chapter of Daniel.  It is the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s conversion after some form of debilitating situation.

Read Daniel 4:1-33 (excerpts)

The proliferation of broadcast political events, political speeches and sporting events has resulted in an easy tradition of crediting God for both our good fortune and our misfortune.  Get a big base hit or toss a winning touchdown pass and the athlete is quite likely to make some religious gesture or statement.  Lose your job or make a bad investment in the stock market and you are likely to hear, “God does not place more on your shoulders than you can bear.”
In addition to those daily bits of good fortune or misfortune, however, comes times of really deep despair and distress.  They are long.  They are profound.  And we can feel like we have darkness that descend upon our lives with no hope of coming dawn.  These times can be triggered by a major disruption to our lives:  the death of a loved one, a divorce or the loss of a job

These deep, deep valleys are not unique to modern life.  About 500 years ago, a Christian mystic wrote a book describing these valleys.  The book was entitled, “The Dark Night of the Soul.”  That term has come to stand for any deep morass we may find enveloping our lives.

The lesson of our faith is that even though we can’t see or feel it, God does not abandon us to these valleys.  God walks with us.  And if we persevere in the face of such despair, God will see us through to the dawn.

That is the lesson of Psalm 23.  That is the lesson of this chapter in Daniel.  Nebuchadnezzar likely collapsed under the pressure of caring for a blossoming Babylonian society, but he persevered and came through.  He was restored to his position as beloved king.

In Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel teaches that when in the midst of such darkness and despair, we need to remember God’s faithfulness even if we cannot feel it.  If we try to emerge simply on our own power, we will fail.  But if we hold confidence in God, even when God seems absent from our lives, God will bring us to a new dawn.

Darkness and despair, even when it leads to questioning and doubts, is not a crisis of faith, but our search for God whom we have confidence is there, though temporarily hidden.  But holding firm in our confidence of God’s presence, God will walk us through the valley into a new dawn.  And the faith that emerges in that new light will be stronger.  And our relationship with God in that new dawn will be deeper.  And we will be transformed.


