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[bookmark: _GoBack]In late 1946 the French author Albert Camus finished his famous novel “The Plague”. In it he gives an eerily accurate description of an epidemic that sweeps through Oran, a large port on the Algerian coast in North Africa. 
	He describes how a state of emergency was declared and martial law was enforced to curb the epidemic. Shops were shut down, travel was prohibited, isolation camps were set up, and baptisms and funerals were forbidden. Even though all this was ostensibly done to allay the fears of people, official misinformation and untruthful rumors infected them with worse fear and selfish concern for personal safety at the expense of others. And that was worse than plague itself. In this story Camus shows how the plague was overcome by kindly medical care and statistical truthfulness. 
I am surprised that Camus, an agnostic, repeatedly quotes from Psalm 91 in this novel. But I am even more surprised at his claim that the worst effect of the virus was not the threat of physical infection or social isolation, but mental, emotional and spiritual infection with the fear of death. 
Like Camus, in this epidemic I have been drawn to Psalm 91, a meditation either at the prospect of an epidemic or, more likely, during an epidemic. I have been haunted by its vivid imagery, the pictures that span, connect, and express the physical, mental and spiritual dimensions of this threat. It falls into three parts with three voices – a confession of faith and hope in God as an unassailable, hidden place of refuge in verses 1-2, benedictory words of assurance spoken by a minister of God’s word to the reader in verses 3-13, and the promises that God Himself addresses to the reader prophetically and pastorally in verses 14-16. 
While “pestilence” in verses 3 and 6 is quite clearly the term for any kind of epidemic, there are also two metaphorical terms for it - “plague” (ESV “destruction”) in verse 6 which, like virus in Latin, is the word in Hebrew for the poison from a sting by a snake and so any kind of physical infection, and “affliction” (NIV “disaster”) in verse 10 which is the Hebrew word for a blow to the body, a hard hit that knocks a person over, a stroke that lays a person so low that they find it hard to get up from it again.
Just as the imagery for the epidemic is both physical and spiritual, so other images allude to its spiritual, diabolical dimension. In verse 1 “shelter” is the Hebrew term for a safe place to hide in. When it is used for God it does not describe a secluded place where we are invisible, but a hiding place which where our spiritual enemies cannot see our protection by God and his invisible holiness. Verse 3 recalls Psalm 124:7 and Hosea 9:8 with use of the image of a fowler for the social and spiritual enemies of God’s people. In the New Testament 1 Timothy 3:7 and 2 Timothy 2:26 apply it to the devil as a fowler who sets hidden snares to trap us. The images of poisonous snakes and predatory lions in verse 13 were used in the ancient world for demons and elsewhere in the Bible for the devil and the evil spirits. While the personal and spiritual enemies of the righteous believer as envisaged as lions in Psalms 17:12-13, 35:17, 57:4, and 58:4-6, the devil is depicted as a prowling lion in 1 Peter 5:8; cf. 2 Timothy 3:17-18. The cobra or viper is an image for the social and supernatural enemies of the righteous believer in Psalm 58:1-8 and then for the demons in Luke 10:19 and the devil in Revelation 12:9. The Hebrew term for the dragon in verse 13 is not just used to describe a whale or any other large sea creature (Gen 1:21; Ps 148:7), but is also the term for the mythological, sea-dwelling chaos monster, the dragon Leviathan which is the devil (Is 27:1; 51:9; Rev 12:3-17). The picture in verse 13 of trampling a cobra under the feet which recalls Genesis 3:15 is applied to the evil spirits by Jesus in in Luke 10:19 and to Satan by Paul in Romans 16:20.
In my meditation on this psalm I am struck, most of all, by the promise of fearlessness in verses 5-6. I relish that at present even more than the promises of safety, protection and survival. I am also pleased that the psalm does not imply that the devil or his cronies have unleashed this epidemic on us; they merely use the epidemic to hound us physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually with the fear of death (Heb 2:14-15). And God lets them do that so that we take refuge in Jesus, experience his deliverance, and show our faith in him. 

