March 8, 2020
Psalm 121
A Psalm for Slippery Slopes
When we find ourselves on slippery slopes, we should not fear, but instead look for God’s leading.

##

GOD’S HELP
FEAR

##

[TOC]
More often than not, the mountains that King David saw around him were cause for fear, not reassurance. But then, he knew that his true help came from the God who created the hills. This removed the fear of falling and sliding down a slope from which there was no salvation.

AT A GLANCE: 
Creative writing classes and books about writing stress the importance of setting or a sense of place. Psalm 121 cannot be understood without consideration of the setting. A sense of place is the dominant theme for a writer who looks to the hills and wonders where he’s going to find his salvation.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Bleed Time,” February 24, 2002. 

If you’re writing a novel, you know that point of view, plot and characters are all integral aspects of your work.
But you also know that setting or sense of place cannot be ignored. It’s critical. Where does the story take place? As the novelist, you have to help the reader feel it, see it and experience it.
So when going to the text before us today, we cannot ignore the “place” or the setting of this text, Psalm 121. 
Let’s detour for a sec and look at the concept of “place,” and then we will come back to Psalm 121.
In his recent book, Working, Robert Caro, who has written definitive biographies of New York urban planner Robert Moses and former President Lyndon Johnson, says that “a sense of place,” which is commonly accepted as important in fiction, is just as important in biographies. 
Caro defines sense of place as “helping the reader to visualize the physical setting in which a book’s action is occurring.” He says this is important in biographies because accounts about real people should not just be a collection of facts — which are critical, of course, and biographers must do their best to get them right. But once you have them, “it’s also of real importance to enable the reader to see in his mind the places in which the book’s facts are located,” he says. “If a reader can visualize them for himself, then he may be able to understand things without the writer having to explain them.” That’s because a place evokes emotions that affect people who live there, even after they are no longer in that place. 
For example, in LBJ’s case, Caro helps readers experience how lonely life was for LBJ as a child by describing the sparsely settled Texas hill country where the future president grew up. It should not be missed, however, that while there are usually some positives that a place may stamp on us, a setting can brand terror and anxiety on us as well.
For many of us, too, whether we live near an ocean, large lake or major river, or in a desert land, prairie, deep forest or in sight of tall mountains, the sense of the place has left its mark on us.

Israel’s hills
The text today suggests that ancient Israel’s story can’t be told without mountains. Israel’s homeland was a hilly and mountainous place — a riot of hills in some areas. And thus, in Psalm 121, when the psalmist says, “I lift up my eyes to the hills,” he’s seeing what every resident of that land sees and by which they are affected. In the Psalms as a whole, hills and mountains are a frequent trope to convey characteristics of God. Psalm 36.6 is one example of many in which the psalmist makes this point. He writes (of God): “Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains.”
But it’s not clear in the case of Psalm 121 that the hills are symbolizing God in any way. While the psalmist begins by saying he’s looking at the hills, he immediately follows that up by asking, rhetorically, “from where will my help come?” It’s as if he’s saying his help is not from the hills. He then answers his own question and says his help is from the Lord.
While hills were a constant factor of geography in ancient Israel, they weren’t always welcome topographical features. In addition to being difficult to farm and requiring hard labor to move goods through, the hills were sometimes hideouts for bandits or sanctuaries for those running from justice. Recall that as a young man, David had to spend time in the hills to escape the clutches of the jealous King Saul, who wanted to kill him. And while in those hills, other men joined him. The Bible describes those who rallied to him this way: “Everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was discontented gathered to him; and he became captain over them. Those who were with him numbered about four hundred” (1 Samuel 22:2). 
Really, does that sound like a band of fellows you’d want to run into while you were in the hills tending sheep or simply passing through? Not likely!
It could be that at least for some Israelites, lifting their eyes to the hills sent shivers down their spines!
So perhaps the opening line of Psalm 121 could be paraphrased this way: I’m surrounded by dangers from the hills. Where will I find help? My help is from the Lord.

The slippery slope
For us today, even if the sight of actual hills and mountains inspires rather than scares us, there is a figurative height that may chill us: the slippery slope. That term is shorthand for the idea that a small action will trigger a chain of events that will lead to a negative outcome. There was a tongue-in-cheek example of the slippery slope idea that aired in a DIRECTV commercial a few years ago. The narration went like this:
When your cable company keeps you on hold, you get angry.
When you get angry, you go blow off steam.
When you go blow off steam, accidents happen.
When accidents happen, you get an eye patch.
When you get an eye patch, people think you’re tough.
When people think you’re tough, people want to see how tough.
And when people want to see how tough, you wake up in a roadside ditch.
Don’t wake up in a roadside ditch.
Get rid of cable, and upgrade to DIRECTV. 
In terms of logic, the slippery slope idea is sometimes called the “slippery slope fallacy” because that kind of thinking often assumes that certain events are sure to follow in a downward sequence. For example, if I give you a piece of gum, then everyone else will want one, and I’ll have to give everyone a piece and there will be none left for me. That could happen, but how likely is it that everyone who sees me give you a piece will want one, and even if they did, is it likely that they’d be so rude as to leave none for me? 
Slippery slope thinking can often lead to conclusions that are unlikely to come to pass.
But some slopes are definitely slippery and merit concern and attention. For example, consider this line of reasoning: If the speed limit on the interstate is increased from 70 to 80, drivers who already exceed the posted limit will go even faster, and if they drive faster, it will lead to more accidents and more fatalities. So we shouldn’t increase the speed limit.
The slippery slopes that worry us, however, are more often tied to things closer to home, and are not always fallacies — stuff like:
· If I smoke, my kids will see it and are more likely to start smoking themselves.
· If I let my temper get out of hand, I will end up hurting people I love.
· Regarding temptation, if I play will fire, I will get burned, and those around me will be collaterally damaged.
· If I follow every dream, I won’t be able to make a living.
Some of our slippery slope worries may be in the realm of matters we care about because of our religious faith, such as these:
· If I question one thing about the Bible, I’ll end up questioning everything, and then where will I be?
· If I don’t do enough good deeds, I won’t get into heaven.
	
Back to Psalm 121
We could go on and name some slopes in other arenas of our lives as well, but instead let’s go back to Psalm 121. Many slippery slope concerns are based in fear, but once the psalmist said that his help was from the Lord, he talked no more about the worrisome hills. Rather, he talked about God as the one who stays awake so we can rest without fear. He talked of God as one’s “keeper,” using the Hebrew word shāmar, which means “tending,” “watching over” and “taking care of.” In the Old Testament, shāmar is used only to describe the activity of God. Again, the implication is that because of God’s care, we need not live in fear of slippery slopes or any other terror. God is with us, even as we go in and out of our homes. God is with us, the psalmist said, “from this time on and forevermore.”
And here’s the truth about slippery slopes: We need to bring our fear-free thinking to them. Many of them are fallacies, and often we can spot that when we apply clear thinking to them. Some of them are not fallacies and suggest possible real outcomes. Again, clear thinking, free from fear, is needed. And some slopes are indeed slippery, but the incline is upward, toward higher ground.
As examples of the latter, imagine Jesus’ opponents saying things like this to him:
· You can’t forgive a cripple’s sins … who knows where that will lead?
· You can’t heal on the Sabbath … who knows where that will lead?
· You can’t decline to condemn a woman with an adulterous past … who knows where that will lead?
· You can’t heal a Gentile … who knows where that will lead?
[bookmark: _Hlk18486797]When we find ourselves on slippery slopes, we should not fear, but instead, look for God’s leading. Ask his help to see whether there really is an incline — and whether it’s heading down or up.
—David Dubovich, Michael G. Elliott, Gene McAfee, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva, Donald G. Strohmeyer and Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 

Possible Preaching Themes:
· When we find ourselves on slippery slopes, we should not fear, but instead, look for God’s leading.
· The location where we most need to worship God is within us, but we need to serve him in actual topography.
· The mountains in Psalm 121 are not the Lord, but seeing the mountains helps the psalmist think about the Lord as the keeper of Israel, the protector of the people, the One who never slumbers or goes off duty. 
· In the Psalms, mountains often denote stability, divine protection and awe. They appear as conduits between earth and heaven and symbolize for the ancient readers God’s formidable presence, strength and unsurpassed majesty. See, for example, Psalms 65:6; 36:6; 125:2.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
MARCH 8, 2020, Cycle A
Genesis 12:1-4a
What Does the Text Say?
In only four verses, the writer describes the creation of an entire people and the establishment of a radically new kind of relationship between humanity and divinity. The “call of Abram” does more than separate a lone herdsman from his ancestral family. This “call” separates the old animistic, anthropocentric notions of the universe from a remarkably new way of viewing the divine/human or creator/creation relationship. Abram’s family was from Ur, a large city and a major center for the worship of the moon-god Sin. Don’t let the brevity of this passage fool you; it is foundational to biblical theology. Key themes and words of this and related passages include the following: God’s remarkable call/command and Abraham’s trusting, obedient response; God’s promises that Abraham will have “a great name,” innumerable offspring (he would be the ancestor of “a great nation” — Genesis 17:5 says “a multitude of nations”), land and God’s blessing (contrasted to curse). He’ll be a blessing to others. God’s presence will be with him.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Go Big or Go Home! The title is a well-known expression that means “to be extravagant, to go all the way and do whatever you are doing to its fullest — and not flake out” (Urban Dictionary). This is precisely what Abram decides to do after listening to God’s proposal. “Okay, I’m going big. Don’t know where I’m going, but it’s going to be big, spectacular!” So there is absolutely no ambiguity about what inspired Abram’s move. Verse 1 does not try to sugarcoat or soft-pedal the things Abram is asked to give up. In fact, the text itemizes them. God commands Abram to leave his country, kindred and father’s house — everything, in fact, that gave Abram his personal identity. In the tight-knit family/clan-oriented culture of this people, leaving family meant leaving not just personal or sentimental attachments. Abandoning the clan meant leaving one’s only source of law, morality, safety, security and identity. For Abram to leave the enclave of his family was to put his future survival — both psychological and personal — very much at risk. Abram is asked to give up his entire past; in Genesis 22 (call to sacrifice Isaac), Abraham is asked to give up his future. “Go, you!” severs Abram/Abraham from everything human he would cling to for security and identity. In both cases, the order leaves Abram/Abraham solely with God — no past, no future, no family, no land, no people. Just God. The takeaway: If you’re going to follow God or God’s leading, you might as well go big, or stay home. Go big and go God!
*Homiletics has treated this text four times. Select Genesis in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
What Does the Text Say?
In the opening part of this passage, Paul refers to Abraham, “our ancestor according to the flesh,” (v. 1) in order to underscore his point that boasting is possible only for those who seek to justify themselves by their works (v. 2; cf. 3:27). After quoting Genesis 15:6 in verse 3, Paul employs a common economic principle to further illustrate his point. Whereas wages are earned by means of work, justification is God’s gift via faith (v. 4). Indeed, Paul’s conviction about “such faith” is absolute: Anyone “who without works trusts him (God) who justifies the ungodly” (both circumcised and uncircumcised; cf. 3:30) is justified just like Abraham (cf. vv. 3, 5). Paul’s certainty that “such faith” produced “righteousness” flowed directly from his understanding of Israel’s initial eponymous ancestor, Abraham. In Paul’s retelling of that ancient story, God’s promise to Abraham was that “he would inherit the world” (v. 13). It was a promise rooted in faith. Consequently, to be an heir of Abraham required faith, not adherence to the law, that would necessarily make void the promise (vv. 14-15). To press his point, Paul states unequivocally that the promise “depends on faith” and “rest[s] on grace” so all might be saved — both “adherents of the law” as well as “those who share the faith of Abraham” (v. 16). As Paul makes clear, such faith resides in a God who “gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (v. 17) — things such as Abraham’s future descendants and heirs who didn’t exist when Abraham “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.”

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Offer Explained. This text links nicely with the Abram story of today’s OT reading. Here, the offer made to Abram in Genesis 12:1-4a is explained. Abram was able to leave country, kindred and home because he had faith. The object of his faith was God. Abram believed that God kept promises. Today, when you see a blazing announcement that something is FREE, you’d better first take a closer look. Perhaps it’s free if you buy the same item first. Then, the second one is thrown in. Perhaps it is free only after you’ve paid for a year’s subscription. Then, you find out that only three days are free. And so on. Often, things that are free have strings attached. In Abram’s case, there were no strings involved, except he had to act. He had to lay hold of the promise. And the act of grabbing God is called faith. And it made him a righteous person. Such grabbing will make us righteous as well.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

John 3:1-17
What Does the Text Say?
In verse 3, Jesus’ words declare the most unique requirement for entrance into the kingdom — one must be born again. In Greek, this term means both “from above” and “again, anew.” While most translations choose one of these meanings and then relegate the second meaning to a footnote, it is more theologically correct to maintain this double meaning. Just as the kingdom is often referred to as both now and yet-to-come, entering into this kingdom requires one to be born anew into a new life and a new identity, and to be born “from above” — that is, from the heavenly place from which the kingdom generates. Jesus’ tone becomes perceptively crisper as he tries to make the requirements of the kingdom clear to Nicodemus. Jesus seems resigned to the ignorance and stubborn refusal of his listener and uses Nicodemus as one example of the attitude that will ultimately lead to the cross. In verse 12, Jesus introduces the counter images of “earthly things” and “heavenly things.” Only the Son of Man voluntarily descends from heaven so that he might be lifted up in sacrifice. Note that perhaps in one last attempt to involve Nicodemus in this great moment of revelation, Jesus uses a familiar biblical image — Moses lifting up the bronze serpent on a pole in the desert — to describe what will be the work of the cross. By being lifted up, offering his own life as sacrifice, the Son makes new life from above possible for “whoever believes.”

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Who Are You, and What Have You Done to My Husband (Wife)? This is a funny expression. Someone usually says it after an intimate friend or a spouse has done something so kind, thoughtful, caring or sensitive and also so utterly out of character, that the recipient is incredulous. This person cannot be the husband with whom she’s been living for 18 years. What have they done to him? Funny. The relevance for this text is Jesus’ insistence that Nicodemus must be born “from above” and “again, anew.” In other words, entering God’s kingdom requires an utter transformation, metamorphosis or recreation. Indeed, we who claim to be children of God must have God’s nature. Yet, often if does not seem as though that nature is expressed too well. Perhaps, if we remembered who we are and decided to behave as people expressing their true nature, those who know us might have this humorous reaction. Who are you? “We are children of God doing God’s work in God’s world. How may I help and serve you?”
*Homiletics has treated this text many times. Select John in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
There is a big difference between having and keeping. For instance, I might have a favorite sweater. It is my possession. However, I keep my puppy dog. He is not merely a possession; he is my beloved dog. He is dear to me. Therefore, I watch over him not for my sake, but for his. I protect him from harm because if he suffers, it hurts me, too.
Likewise, God does not merely have us. God keeps us. We are God’s beloved, and immeasurably dear to God. We are not merely possessions in the eyes of the Lord, because if we suffer, it hurts God, too. Psalm 121 celebrates the fact that the Lord is our keeper. ...
What a shock this must be to those in the pews who think they are keeping their own lives! They balance their own checkbooks; they stay on top of their own medical appointments; they do their own shopping; and they generally take personal responsibility for their own well-being. The idea that they have a keeper who watches over them and protects them may be tough to understand, let alone to accept.
Having a keeper is a two-way street. For all that we gain, we must first give ourselves to the One who offers the protection. We gain protection, but we lose a sense of total independence. In other words, the singular theme of Psalm 121 may not sound like great news to everybody. It may sound like an enormous encroachment on our lives. It is as hard to accept that the Lord is my keeper as it is to accept that the Lord loves me, but these two facts are intertwined. That is the key to understanding not merely what the Lord does for us, but why. God’s love is the very foundation of God’s trustworthiness. God loves us, and therefore God keeps us.
—Robert W. Fisher, in D. L. Bartlett & B. B. Taylor, eds., Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Year A, (Westminster John Knox, 2010), 56.
##
Uncertainty about the meaning of looking to the hills raises a question about the relationship between the two lines of the introduction. Are the hills a region of danger, perhaps the territory of brigands and the gesture of raising the eyes to them an expression of anxiety? Then verse 1 acknowledges a need for which verse 2 gives a resolution. Another more likely interpretation takes the hills to be the hills around Jerusalem (125:2), the hilly location of Zion (133:3; cf. 87:1). In Psalm 123:1, the gesture of lifting up the eyes is a movement of appeal and trust that the Lord is said to answer with help from the sanctuary on Zion, his holy mount (e.g., 3:5; 20:3). Because of the emphasis on Zion and the use of equivalent repetition in the Songs of Ascents, it is preferable to read both verses of the introduction as statements of trust.
—James Luther Mays, Psalms (John Knox Press, 1994), 39.
##
Verses 5-6 speak of the Lord’s “keeping” as protecting from danger, and first of all from the danger of too much sun. Sunstroke was a serious problem for those living in the biblical lands. ...
My father was a private pilot. I recall a time when I was a boy flying with him in a small Aeronca Champion over the farms surrounding our hometown. In a field below we saw a farmer we knew, sitting on a tractor, plowing a field, in the middle of a hot July day. There was not a cloud in the sky, and these were the days before there were air-conditioned cabs on tractors. My father maneuvered the plane until the shadow was over our friend’s tractor. We watched as he looked around; then he heard the plane, took off his straw hat, and waved to us! When I read verse 5, “the Lord is your shade,” I think of that farmer and that airplane ride. Isaiah 49:2 uses the same imagery: “in the shadow of his hand he hid me.” 
—James Limburg, Psalms (Westminster John Knox, 2000), 424.
##
In the after part of the day, I also walked out and ascended the river hills which I found sufficiently fortiegueing. on arriving to the summit one of the highest points in the neighbourhood I thought myself well repaid for any labour; as from this point I beheld the Rocky Mountains for the first time these points of the Rocky Mountains were covered with snow and the sun shone on it in such manner as to give me the most plain and satisfactory view. While I viewed these mountains I felt a secret plaesure in finding myself so near the head of the heretofore conceived boundless Missouri; but when I reflected on the difficulties which this snowy barrier would most probably throw in my way to the Pacific, and the sufferings and hardships of myself and party in them, it in some measure counterbalanced the joy I felt in the 1st moments in which I gazed on them; but as I have always held it a crime to anticipate evils I will believe it a good comfortable road untill I am compelled to believe differently.
—Meriwether Lewis’ journal entry of May 26, 1805. nps.gov. Retrieved August 21, 2019.
##
Those who demand certitude out of life will insist on it even if it doesn’t fit the facts. Logic has nothing to do with it. Truth has nothing to do with it. “Don’t bother me with the truth — I’ve already come to my conclusion!” If you need certitude, you will surround yourself with your conclusions.
The very meaning of faith stands in stark contrast to this mind-set. ...
If you think you have a right to certitude, then show me where the gospel ever promised or offered you that. If God wanted us to have evidence, rational proof, and perfect clarity, the Incarnation of Jesus would have been delayed till the invention of audio recorders and video cameras.
Rational certitude is exactly what the Scriptures do not offer us. They offer us something much better and an entirely different way of knowing: an intimate relationship, a dark journey, a path where we must discover for ourselves that grace, love, mercy and forgiveness are absolutely necessary for survival in an uncertain world. You only need enough clarity and ground to know how to live without certitude! Yes, we really are saved by faith. People who live in this way never stop growing, are not easily defeated, and frankly, are fun to live with.
—Richard Rohr, “Welcome darkness and mystery,” daily meditation for July 19, 2017. cac.org. Retrieved August 21, 2019.
##
We’ve all seen him. He’s the classic state symbol of New Hampshire. He’s on the state quarter, license plates, and on multiple items in just about every tourist shop in the state. If you’re on a New Hampshire highway, his is the face telling you which one. But suddenly, on a fateful May night in 2003, the Old Man was no more. ...
It was Friday, May 2, 2003, a cloudy day in Franconia Notch. The Old Man was completely obscured, hidden away in the fog. A few hikers who had been brave enough to venture into the mist heard a crumbling sound during the night, but didn’t think much of it. It never crossed their minds that the great stone face wouldn’t be there when the fog lifted. It wasn’t until morning, when two park rangers noticed Old Man’s absence, that it became clear what that noise had been. ...
The word “reconstruction” was tossed around, with some suggesting that a corporate sponsor be solicited to help. Someone had built Mt. Rushmore, after all. Why couldn’t they do that here?
But part of the Old Man’s majesty was that [humanity] took no part in his creation. He was engineered by mother nature, held up for years, it seemed, by the hand of God. No recreation could compete with that. A new man would simply be fake — a fraudulent shadow of what the Old Man once was.
—Bethany Bourgault, New England Today: Travel, August 14, 2019. newengland.com. Retrieved August 25, 2019.

Commentary
Psalm 121
Psalm 121 is one of the Bible’s most beloved expressions of deep trust in God’s care. The inspiration for numerous hymns — “I to the Hills Will Lift Mine Eyes” (the Scottish Psalter’s metrical setting of 1650), “Unto the Hills Around Do I Lift Up My Longing Eyes” (the Duke of Argyll’s setting of 1877), “Upward I Lift My Eyes” (from the prolific Dr. Isaac Watts), as well as for Felix Mendelssohn’s sublime angel trio, “Lift Thine Eyes” (from his oratorio Elijah, with libretto by his childhood friend, pastor Julius Schubring, translated into English by William Bartholomew), the psalm may have begun life as a cultic blessing or temple liturgy, but it remains a treasure of the personal piety of millions of people of faith.
The psalm opens reflectively, with words reminiscent of the wisdom tradition that influenced much of the OT. “I consider the hills” (v. 1). The Hebrew expression, “to lift up the eyes and see,” (preserved in the traditional English translations, such as the KJV; cf. Genesis 24:63, “And Isaac went out to meditate in the field at eventide: and he lifted up his eyes, and saw, and behold. …”) is a periphrasis found more than 30 times in the Bible that ordinarily means simply to look in a specific direction without having any particular purpose in mind or reason for doing so. In today’s passage, however, the psalmist’s gazing on the hills leads to a meditative reflection on providential care that opens with a — perhaps — rhetorical question: “Where does my help come from?” (v. 1b). The answer will comprise the remainder of the psalm.
Psalm 121 bears the superscription “A Song of Ascents” (or “A Pilgrim Song,” Weiser [The Psalms: A Commentary (Old Testament Library); Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1962], 744), making it part of the collection of Psalms 120-134 bearing that title. These psalms are generally understood to have been liturgical compositions that accompanied pilgrimages to the temple in Jerusalem. Some scholars believe that the Songs of Ascent were sung (“chanted” would be a more accurate verb to modern ears) antiphonally as the pilgrims approached the temple, with some verses (or poetic phrases in the oral originals) being chanted by the pilgrims, with alternate verses chanted by a temple priest or choir (perhaps Luther’s “higher choir,” to whom he ascribed this psalm). On the other hand, it is also possible that Psalm 121 was originally used in a leave-taking ceremony at a local shrine (or even a private home), from which pilgrims departed for Jerusalem with a “liturgy of blessing” as Dahood describes this psalm (Mitchell Dahood, S. J., Psalms II: 51-100 [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970], 199). Regardless of whether the psalm was originally sung at the beginning, middle or end of a pilgrimage, the superscription is a later addition to the body of the work, and the collection of Songs of Ascent may have been one of the last additions to the Psalter.
The beginning of the answer to the psalmist’s question —“My help comes from YHWH, who made heaven and earth” (v. 2) — has the tone of a brief creedal affirmation, and the entire Q&A sequence of the psalm’s opening verses is reminiscent of the Q&A form of catechetical instruction that became widespread after the Reformation (e.g., the Westminster Shorter Catechism, 1647: “Q: What is the chief end of man?  A: To glorify God and enjoy him forever.”). The pilgrim may have been required to recite the opening pilgrim’s verses of Psalm 121 before being admitted to the temple court.
In response, the priest (or choir) from within the sacred space elaborated upon the pilgrim’s answer with a series of reassurances that proceed in stair-like parallelism, “in which successive verses repeat words or ideas expressed in preceding lines” (Dahood, 199). Thus, “my help” in verse 2a repeats/echoes “my help” of verse 1b. “Keeps Israel” of verse 4a echoes “keeps you” of verse 3b, and “slumber” of verse 4b repeats “slumber” of verse 3b, and so on. This progressive construction will move the thought of the psalm from the smallest and most personal (represented by “foot,” v. 3) to the most expansive expression for the individual in time and beyond time (“your life” and “for evermore,” vv. 7, 8). This imagistic and theological journey is accomplished in eight relatively brief verses, attesting to the inspiration, skill and dedication of the psalmist.
The hills to which the psalmist directs his gaze may have been the familiar hills of everyday life, or they may have been the arresting sight of Jerusalem’s hills, the eagerly anticipated destination of the pilgrim-psalmist. Hills have always figured prominently in human worship, and Israel was no exception to the human fascination with elevations as particular dwelling places for the divine (e.g., Psalm 99:9, “Extol the LORD our God, and worship at his holy mountain”). Sinai and Zion were the two mountains of special importance in biblical religion (although the Samaritan tradition maintains Mount Gerizim as the central locus of authentic Mosaic Yahwism), and the hills scattered throughout the region of Syria-Palestine were regarded in the Deuteronomistic tradition as particularly enticing temptations for the Israelites to partake of pagan worship (e.g., 1 Kings 14:23; 2 Kings16:4; Jeremiah 2:20; 17:2; cf. also the comments on this verse of Psalm 121 in The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, 1973).
The protection promised of Yahweh begins with the assurance that Yahweh will not “let your foot be moved” (v. 3a, literally, “he will not give your foot to Mot/Death,” translated “Quagmire” by Dahood, referencing the slimy character of the underworld, from Psalms 40:2; 69:14). The image for a pilgrim song is obvious (see also Psalms 55:22; 66:9), but the multivalency of the protected journey — from this place to that or through life itself — helped this psalm move easily from its original Sitz im Leben to the broader context of psalmic devotion. The foot here, as elsewhere in wisdom teaching, functions pars pro toto for the individual (cf. 91:12; Proverbs 1:15; 3:23, 26; 4:27; 25:17).
The image of YHWH’s vigilance (“he who keeps you will not slumber,” v. 3) calls immediately to mind the taunt of the prophet Elijah to the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:27, “Surely he is a god; either he is meditating, or he has wandered away, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened”). Whether the psalmist wrote in direct response to Elijah’s well-known taunt is uncertain, but the image of Yahweh not slumbering is uncommon, found in the OT only here (using a verb, noom, that occurs only six times in the Bible, all in poetic contexts).
The psalmist continues to elaborate on God’s protection by assuring the Everyone-pilgrim that God will shade her from both the sun and the moon (v. 6), a common enough parallel, although the idea of being “moonstruck” would have had much deeper impact on ancient hearers than on modern readers. Not only were the harmful effects of the sun well-known (2 Kings 4:18-19; Isaiah 49:10), but ancients also regarded the moon as possessing harmful power. The epileptics healed by Jesus (Matthew 4:24; 17:15) are described as seleniazetai, literally, “moonstruck” (or struck by Selene, the moon goddess; cf. the forbidden worship of others deities, “whether the sun or the moon or any of the host of heaven” in Deuteronomy 17:3; the idea of moon-illness remains embedded in the English word “lunatic”).
The psalmist reaches the culmination of his reassurances and the conclusion of the poem by opening the imagery to its widest perspective: “He will keep your life … from this time on and forevermore” (vv. 7-8). This all-encompassing protection is the point toward which the entire psalm has been moving, and it is a fitting conclusion to the sure-footed spiritual journey contained in the composition.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children: Psalm 121
“How would we be able to communicate if we couldn’t hear?” If we were unable to hear each other speak, we would use sign language. Perhaps one of the children or a member of your congregation knows a sign. If not, teach them the sign for thank you. Hold your hand to your mouth, palm horizontal and facing your mouth; then pull it away from you. Then ask: “How would we communicate if we couldn’t hear and couldn’t see?” Show them how letters from the American Sign Language alphabet can be spelled out with fingers on the palm of their hands. (Google American Sign Language Alphabet to learn how to spell “Hi” for example. There are also printable alphabets available.) Tell them about Helen Keller, who could not hear or see and yet she led a very productive life and is known for overcoming adversity. Excuse the children by giving them a laminated backpack tag with a verse from today’s psalm: “My help comes from the Lord” (Psalm 121.2).

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: I lift up my eyes to the mountains.
From where does my help come?
People: Help comes from the Lord,
who made heaven and earth.
He will not let our feet stumble. 
Indeed, the One who watches over Israel
will never slumber nor sleep.
Leader: Who is our Protector?
People: God is our Protector;
God is our shade at our right hand.
Leader: From what will God protect us?
People: The sun will not harm us by day,
nor the moon by night.
God will protect us from all evil;
He will watch over our life.
Leader: For how long will God protect us?
People: The Lord will watch over our going out and our coming in
from now to eternity.
Leader: Let us, then, worship God who is our help and our protection.
—Based on Psalm 121.

Prayers of Confession — General
Call to Confession
Leader: It is in our confession where we realize our desire for God and our hope for God’s mercy. It is in admitting the truth of our lives that we take the first step toward wholeness and healing. So let us make our confession, first in silent prayer.

SILENT CONFESSION

Prayer of Confession
People: God of all the saints, God of all the sinners, hear our prayer.
We would be saint-like — holy, good, patient, loving.
But we end up feeling more like sinners — full of failures of morality, selfish, mean.
Perhaps you see us simply as human — as beloved, and flawed, and trying, and failing and succeeding.
In all of this, forgive the wrong that we have done, and bless the good we have accomplished. 
Keep on loving us, and helping us, and molding us more and more into the image of Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.

Assurance of Forgiveness
Friends, hear this Good News: the love of God is beyond measure, and you are included in that love. Know that you are forgiven and thus freed to love and serve.
Alleluia! Amen.
—Beth Merrill Neel, posted on holdfasttowhatisgood.com.

Benedictions — General
The way is long; let us go together.
The way is difficult; let us help each other.
The way is joyful; let us share it.
The way is Christ’s, for Christ is the Way; let us follow. 
The way is open before us; let us go: with the love of God, the grace of Christ and the communion of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
—Ruth C. Duck and Maren C. Tirabassi, eds., Touch Holiness (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1990), 243.

Hymns
Unto the Hills
Unto the Hills I Lift My Eyes
Sing Praise to God Who Reigns Above

Worship and Praise 
I Lift My Eyes to the Hills (Gresham)
Under Your Wing (I Will Lift Up My Eyes) (Cooper)
My Hope (You Are Righteous) (Zschech)

For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
[bookmark: _GoBack]Second Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Genesis 12:1-4a*
Psalm 121
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17*
John 3:1-17*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.

