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SUMMARY
We must exercise caution in assuming our fellow Americans are on the wrong course — or even vile — because they make different decisions about politics or social issues. That judgment is up to God. 

AT A GLANCE
Psalm 1 is not a description of what our political views should be. It is a meditation on what happiness is. The truly blessed have values that are God-centered, not self-centered. The way of the righteous or the wicked is not about a political position, but a path of life worn by constant walking.

ALTERNATE READINGS 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Prodigious Children of God,” September 20, 2015. 

Psalm 1 speaks of two and only two kinds of people: the righteous and the wicked. It declares that “the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.”
We might wonder how the Lord deals with people who don’t fit neatly into either category — those who are neither altogether righteous nor altogether wicked, which probably includes most of us — but this psalm doesn’t tell us. Of course, because the Lord is God, he can view us however he wants to, and we trust him to deal with each of us appropriately.
We get into trouble, however, when we usurp the divine prerogative and start assigning our fellow mortals to the way of the righteous or the way of the wicked.
Consider, for example, a column that appeared in the Los Angeles Times after Donald Trump was no longer in office. The columnist, Virginia Heffernan, clearly not a Trump supporter, sounded flummoxed by the fact that a neighbor whom she called a “Trumpite” had just plowed her driveway without being asked and had done a great job. 
In trying to understand this act, which she described as “aggressive niceness,” Heffernan theorized that this generous deed was freely done because both she and her neighbors were white people in an all-white neighborhood.
Gee, what’s wrong with just calling it “being neighborly”? Is there any reason not to believe that a black neighbor with a snowplow might have just as generously plowed Heffernan’s drive? Neighbors come in all colors.
Heffernan went on to acknowledge that she owed her neighbor thanks, but it was a parsimonious admission: “It really looks like the guy back-dragged the driveway like a pro,” she said. But she wondered “how much thanks” she was willing to give someone on the other side of the political divide. 
That’s a lot of freight to dump on an act of kindness!
Eventually, Heffernan cited a comment from Sen. Ben Sasse (R-Neb.) following the January 6 Capitol attack: The United States, Sasse said, “isn’t Hatfields and McCoys, this blood feud forever.” And, he added, “You can’t hate someone who shovels your driveway.”
“So here’s my response to my plowed driveway, for now,” Heffernan wrote. “Politely, but not profusely, I’ll acknowledge the Sassian move. With a wave and a thanks, a minimal start on building back trust. I’m not ready to knock on the door with a covered dish yet.”

The Partisan Divide
The partisan divide is not the only way in which we sort others into the way of the righteous or the way of the wicked. We do the same in judging people by how literally they take the Bible, and we do it regarding social issues over which we disagree. But political partisanship is one that often stalls or blocks efforts toward the common good.
Back in 2002, the late columnist Charles Krauthammer, who self-identified as a conservative but was often hard to nail down to any one ideology and was widely read by liberals as well, posted a column in which he said, “To understand the workings of American politics, you have to understand this fundamental law: Conservatives think liberals are stupid. Liberals think conservatives are evil.”
Krauthammer’s point was that both groups see the other as caricatures, though he didn’t use that term in the column. A caricature is when certain characteristics of a person or a group are exaggerated to a comic or grotesque effect. But the trouble, as Krauthammer suggested, is that both groups treat the other as though the caricature is an accurate portrayal.
He said, for example, that when conservatives say liberals are stupid, they mean this “in the nicest way. Liberals tend to be nice, and they believe — here is where they go stupid — that most everybody else is nice, too. Deep down, that is. Sure, you’ve got your multiple felon and your occasional war criminal, but they’re undoubtedly depraved ‘cause they’re deprived. If only we could get social conditions right — eliminate poverty, teach anger management, restore the ozone … everyone would be holding hands smiley-faced, rocking back and forth to ‘We Shall Overcome.’”
Regarding liberals’ view of conservatives, Krauthammer said, “Liberals are not quite as reciprocally charitable. It is natural. They think conservatives are mean. How can conservatives believe in the things they do — self-reliance, self-discipline, competition, military power — without being soulless? How to understand the conservative desire to actually abolish welfare, if it is not to punish the poor? The argument that it would increase self-reliance and thus ultimately reduce poverty is dismissed as meanness rationalized.”
No wonder politics include so many episodes of “irreconcilable differences”! 
Some aspects of these caricatures may have changed or even flipped in the current political climate. For example, liberals thinking conservatives are stupid and conservatives thinking liberals are evil. Yet Krauthammer’s primary point remains the same: that we pigeonhole people who see things differently from us and assign them motivations that may be inaccurate or overstated. Using the vocabulary of Psalm 1, we are assuming our way is the way of the righteous, and the others’ way is the way of the wicked.
Admittedly, we may not be able to do much about the state of the political scene, but Heffernan was talking about her neighborhood. And for her, the neighbor plowing snow from her driveway was an incongruity that didn’t fit with the caricatures she had formed about people who voted for the candidate she didn’t support, and she was having trouble getting past it.

The Divide Is Not as Wide as We Think
It’s easy to see how assigning evil motives to others plays out in legislative bodies, including the U.S. Congress and state assemblies. But when we get away from elected officials, many of the rest of us are in more agreement than we think. At least that’s what a recent survey tells us. 
The survey, titled “The American Aspirations Index,” is the work of a Massachusetts-based think tank called Populace. The survey revealed that despite a widespread belief that Americans are quite divided, it’s not as bad as we might think. “Across race, gender, income, education, generation, and 2020 presidential vote, there is stunning agreement on the long-term national priorities that should come to characterize America,” the survey found. 
Three priorities emerged on which we agree: “high-quality healthcare as a necessity, not a privilege; an overwhelming commitment to individual rights; and upholding equal treatment for all, but not necessarily equal outcomes,” the survey said.
The survey data showed that division in the country stems from intense disagreement on a small number of issues, rather than breadth of disagreement across many issues. And that small number of issues does not mean those are small issues. They include competing views about climate change, immigration, availability of high-quality education, what workers should receive from their labor, and the degree to which people should actively participate in the democratic process.
And then there was this finding: The American people don’t prioritize national unity as a long-term aspiration. They do, however, privately value restoring respect for one another.
All of that is too much to process while listening to a sermon, and surveys are only as good as the questions they ask and the honesty of the responses they elicit. But perhaps we can conclude from this survey that there is enough common ground on which to build respect for one another and tone down divisive accusations.

Back to Psalm 1
Rather than leave it at that, let’s go back to Psalm 1 and remind ourselves that its division of life lived in one of two ways — righteous or wicked — is not based on politics. Psalm 1 is not a description of what our political views should be. Rather, the psalm is a meditation on what happiness is. (The first word in the psalm is “Happy” or, depending on the translation you are reading, “Blessed,” which in the Bible, means the same as happy.) The underlying thought in Psalm 1 is that the truly blessed have values that are God-centered, whereas those who are not blessed are self-centered. In the Psalm 1 view, happiness comes not from enjoying oneself but from delighting in the teaching of the Lord.
Psalm 1’s use of the word “way,” as in “the way of the righteous” and “the way of the wicked,” tells us that the psalm is not about a political position or a social action, but a course of life. The Hebrew word underlying “way” is derek, which refers to a path worn by constant walking. So, delighting in the teaching of the Lord is not an occasional meander, but a chosen route for one’s journey through life. For us, that way may coincide from time to time with how we vote or what social programs we support, but it is not synonymous with either of those things. We need to exercise caution in assuming our fellow Americans who make different decisions about politics or social issues are on the wrong course or, worse, are vile. That judgment is up to God. 
We can still point out things we see as clearly wrong, but in the realms of politics and social issues, we often agree on the ultimate goals. The struggle is more about how to get there than about right and wrong.
There are two ways, says Psalm 1, but we humans get over our heads when we make ourselves arbiters of who fits into which category. One thing we can do is work on seeing our neighbors as whole people rather than representatives of a monolithic stupidity or a conspiracy of meanness. In so doing, we can build respect for one another — whether they’ve plowed our driveway or not.
—Stan Purdum and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
September 19, 2021, Cycle B
Proverbs 31:10-31
What Does the Text Say?
The “capable wife” (NRSV) described in verses 10-31 is better designated the “ideal wife,” as the range of her attributes and actions far exceeds the norm. While her portrayal is gender-specific in some verses (e.g., v. 19), it also befits the ideal person in general or, more closely, perhaps, the ideal ruler (e.g., v. 20). The ode praises the woman who combines in proper measure the supremely theological/theoretical — the fear of the Lord in verse 30 is the acme of human wisdom — with the eminently and responsibly practical. The woman described in verses 10-31 is striking in her entrepreneurial abilities. While it certainly must have been possible for people in ancient Israel to trade and sell the surplus of their flocks and fields, it is unlikely that much commercial venturing was typical for the majority, and a businesswoman would have been a rarity. The practical obstacles to female entrepreneurship would have made the successful operation of even a home business by a woman difficult. Recurrent themes sounded throughout the book of Proverbs — the fear of the Lord, thrift, kindness, honesty, the importance of a good reputation, the deceitful nature of charm and the ephemeral nature of human beauty — appear in rapid succession in verses 28-31. Collectively, these themes constitute the life of practical wisdom, the ideal of the entire book of Proverbs. Their embodiment in the ideal wife must have been such a rarity that it is no accident that the poem opens with a question rather than a statement: “Who can find?”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Capable Husband Who Can Find? Movements such as #MeToo have exposed the rampant abuse of women in the workplace that has been going on for a long time. Many men, often with families and wives of their own, have been accused of misconduct and forced to leave their positions. It should be more common to find a man who is faithful and respectful of others, and of women in particular. Here’s what we can do with this text: Except for verse 23, this text can be read reversing the gender-specific pronouns. Try it. “A capable husband who can find? He is more precious than jewels. The heart of his wife trusts in him, and she will have no lack of grain. He does her good, and not harm, all the days of his life …” And so on. The larger point is that all of us, female or male, should exemplify the qualities mentioned in the passage.

James 3:13−4:3, 7-8a
What Does the Text Say?
Here, James warns his community about two character flaws that undermine a person’s ability to live up to the ideals of the Christian faith. With an authoritative tone that rips through any pretension, he contends, “But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful and false to the truth” (v. 14). Whenever we envy others and hold self-serving postures, the critical issue is first to recognize the origin of such attitudes. If we are to be persons who are “wise and understanding,” we ought to acknowledge that envy and jealousy “does not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish” (v. 15). Not to recognize this indicates that we are “boastful and false to the truth.” Although James has previously stated that the “earthly, unspiritual, devilish” sins of “envy and selfish ambition” produce “disorder and wickedness of every kind,” he circles back to this topic in 4:1-3. He inquires, “Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you?” (v. 1). Not only do “envy and selfish ambition” come from below, but they also originate within us. It is appropriate, then, that James concludes this passage with a clear and resolute admonition: “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (vv. 7-8a).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Deadliest Sin. The church has long used the cardinal vices, also known as the seven deadly sins, as a way to teach moral theology. The phrase, “the seven deadly sins,” is so well-known in the culture that it is sometimes used in contexts other than religious ones. For example, you might want to read about “The seven deadly sins of philanthropy,” where you learn that you don’t want to give your money to just any organization that wants it. The phrase is also the title of a series on Showtime. The website touts its production, saying, “Morgan Spurlock (Supersize Me) presents an outrageous, modern day interpretation of the seven deadly sins: lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy and pride. Each episode presents a story around one of the sins that is so extreme you won’t believe it’s nonfiction. It’s humanity like you’ve never seen it.” This is the apostle James’ point. You don’t want to see humanity this way, much less Christians. The deadliest sin? James might argue it is envy, which, he says, comes from below, that is, the devil, and it comes from within. It is at the root of the strife and contention in the church. The remedy is to recognize the problem (that’s true wisdom), and then to resist the devil (envy comes from the devil) and draw close to God.

Mark 9:30-37
What Does the Text Say?
The context: The transfiguration of Jesus has just been witnessed by an inner circle of disciples (vv. 2-8). Then, some of the remaining disciples tried to cast a demon out of a boy and failed to do so. These two events evidently ignite an argument as to the power structure in this band of disciples. So, Jesus sits down, calls the Twelve and says, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all” (v. 35). Pressing his point, Jesus takes a child into his arms. Put differently, Jesus’ disciples aren’t to be concerned with who gets to go up the mountain and witness extraordinary visions, or who has power to cast out demons. Rather, his disciples are to welcome and serve all, especially those who, like a child, have no status whatsoever. In other words, although some may attempt to distort Jesus’ words into some sort of formula for achieving kingdom greatness, such an effort is absolutely misguided and a perversion of his message.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Being Earnest about Doing What’s Important. It’s not likely that the people settling into the pews, chairs or benches for this Sunday’s worship are secretly wondering who is the greatest among them, and whether they, in fact, might be the greatest. What they may need help with is getting serious about doing stuff that’s truly important. They want help to experience a life of meaning. Jesus says that a meaningful life is the life of a servant. A person who can welcome a child is a person who welcomes God. Perhaps, however, some in the congregation are not asking the question of how to live meaningful lives. The sermon can address this situation, too, by stressing the need to get earnest about doing what’s important.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence, and toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction. “The chain reaction of evil … must be broken, or we shall be plunged into the dark abyss of  annihilation. Time is cluttered with the wreckage of communities that surrendered to hatred and violence. For the salvation of our nation and the salvation of mankind, we must follow another way … So Jesus says, ‘Love your enemies … While abhorring segregation, we shall love the segregationist. This is the only way to create the beloved community.
—Martin Luther King Jr., “Loving Your Enemies,” in Strength to Love (Fortress, 2010), 50.

##

	The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines magnanimity as “behaviour that is kind, generous and forgiving, especially towards an enemy or competitor.” We find this description on display in Lincoln’s life and speeches. Lincoln’s second inaugural address (March 4, 1865), which was delivered just weeks prior to his assassination (April 14, 1865), includes these words in closing: “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.” Certainly, Lincoln had the end of the war and reconstruction of the South in mind.
	One who possesses magnanimity of spirit is not petty. A person with a malicious spirit holds grudges and seeks to do harm, get even. A leader who is characterized by magnanimity will not allow personal or public grievances to get in the way of pursuing the greater good, as we find in Lincoln’s second inaugural. Lincoln looked to reconstruction of the South after the Civil War to bring about full inclusion in the union and a “just and lasting peace” not simply for the United States, but for “all nations.”
	With the Lord Jesus’ resurrection and ascension, and the Spirit’s descent at Pentecost, his followers did not seek vengeance, but repentance and forgiveness on Jesus’ behalf for the restoration of all peoples to God. They bore the fruit of Jesus’ magnanimous spirit with malice toward none.
—Paul Louis Metzger, “Great Leaders Model Magnanimity, Not Malice,” Patheos.com, October 9, 2020.
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/uncommongodcommongood/2020/10/great-leaders-model-magnanimity-not-malice/.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

	There are at least two ways to picture a broken heart, using heart in its original meaning not merely as the seat of the emotions but as the core of our sense of self. The conventional image, of course, is that of a heart broken by unbearable tension into a thousand shards — shards that sometimes become shrapnel aimed at the source of our pain. …
	But there is another way to visualize what a broken heart might mean. Imagine that small, clenched fist of a heart “broken open” into largeness of life, into greater capacity to hold one’s own and the world’s pain and joy. …
	Broken-open hearts are in short supply these days, at least in politics. Formed — or deformed — by an impatient and control-obsessed culture, many of us do not hold social and political tensions in ways that open us to the world. Instead, we shut our hearts down, either withdrawing into fearful isolation or angrily lashing out at the alien “other”. … Heartbroken and heavily armed, we act in ways that diminish democracy and make the world an even more dangerous place.
	The capacity to hold tensions creatively is the key to much that matters — from a life lived in love to a democracy worthy of the name. … So those of us who care about such things must work to root out the seeds of violence in our culture, including its impatience and its incessant drive toward control. And since culture is a human creation, whose deformations begin not ‘out there’ but in our inner lives, we can transform our culture only as we are inwardly transformed.
—Parker J. Palmer, The Politics of the Brokenhearted: On Holding the Tensions of Democracy (Fetzer Institute, 2005), 232.

##

	On her Brainpickings.org website, Maria Popova refers to a book by David McRaney, You Are Now Less Dumb. McRaney relates a story from Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, illustrating what McRaney calls the “Benjamin Franklin Effect.”
	We delude ourselves in thinking, Popova writes, “that we do nice things to people we like and bad things to those we dislike. But what the psychology behind the [Franklin] effect reveals is quite the opposite, a reverse-engineering of attitudes that takes place as we grow to like people for whom we do nice things and dislike those to whom we are unkind.”
	As a young man, Franklin ran for a legislative post. He faced some unexpected opposition from a man who, in Popova’s words, “delivered a long election speech censuring Franklin and tarnishing his reputation. Although Franklin won, he was furious with his opponent and, observing that this was ‘a gentleman of fortune and education’ who might one day come to hold great power in government, rather concerned about future frictions with him. The troll had to be tamed, and tamed shrewdly.”
	Here, Popova switches to quoting McRaney, who describes a sort of psychological judo move of Franklin’s. McRaney writes:
	“Franklin set out to turn his hater into a fan, but he wanted to do it without ‘paying any servile respect to him.’ Franklin’s reputation as a book collector and library founder gave him a standing as a man of discerning literary tastes, so Franklin sent a letter to the hater asking if he could borrow a specific selection from his library, one that was a ‘very scarce and curious book.’ The rival, flattered, sent it right away. Franklin sent it back a week later with a thank-you note. Mission accomplished. The next time the legislature met, the man approached Franklin and spoke to him in person for the first time. Franklin said the man ‘ever after manifested a readiness to serve me on all occasions, so that we became great friends, and our friendship continued to his death.’”
—Maria Popova, “The Benjamin Franklin Effect: The Surprising Psychology of How to Handle Haters,” Brainpickings.org, in which she quotes David McRaney, You Are Now Less Dumb: How to Conquer Mob Mentality, How to Buy Happiness, and All the Other Ways to Outsmart Yourself (Avery, 2013).
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/02/20/the-benjamin-franklin-effect-mcraney/.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

	I propose a different way forward. It involves three steps: more listening, more serving, and — perhaps counterintuitively — more arguing.
	When I say listening, I don’t mean “debater’s listening,” in which you pay only enough attention to get the gist of the other person’s point so you can prepare your rebuttal. I mean radically compassionate listening: without judgment, without response. …
	This brings us to the second step: doing stuff together. This is the genius of national service. It gets you and me together not to work on you or me but on a third thing. That thing can be cleaning an abandoned lot, tutoring immigrants, helping disabled seniors, preventing youth suicide — whatever it is, if it brings people together across lines of race, class, and politics, it will bring to the fore our common humanity. …
	If we listen more and serve more we’ll be ready for the third step: arguing more. More? Most people would say we have such dysfunction today because we already argue too much about too many things. But that’s a misdiagnosis of what ails American politics. We don’t need fewer arguments today; we need less stupid ones.
	The arguments in American politics today are stupid in many ways: They’re stuck in a decaying two-party institutional framework; they fail to challenge foundational assumptions about capitalism or government; they center on symbolic proxy skirmishes instead of naming the underlying change; they focus excessively on style and surface.
	Americans can do better. Remember: America doesn’t just have arguments; America is an argument — between Federalist and Anti-Federalist world views, strong national government and local control, liberty and equality, individual rights and collective responsibility, color-blindness and color-consciousness, Pluribus and Unum....
	This is reconciliation for grown-ups. It doesn’t pretend that all will be peaceful — or that it should be. It acknowledges the never-endingness of our fights. But it acknowledges too that to be a citizen means fighting to make our fights more useful: more honest, more open to change, more human.
—Eric Liu, “Americans Don’t Need Reconciliation — They Need to Get Better at Arguing,” The Atlantic, November 1, 2016.
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/11/post-election-reconciliation/506027/.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

	So [Jesus] takes a Roman coin — a coin that honors the Roman emperor as a deity — and offers the Pharisees and Herodians an ambiguous, “both-and” answer: “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” How typical of Jesus — not only to respond to a challenge with an even greater challenge, but to insist that the relationship between faith and politics is too complex to reduce to platitudes — or tweets. …
	As Christians, we don’t have the option of fudging on the love and mercy of God for some “greater” political end result. We can't isolate our political choices and actions, as if they don’t reflect who we are as image-bearers of our Creator. If everything belongs to God, then our spiritual lives and our political lives must cohere. …
	So. When I look to Jesus to think about how to practice my faith in the political realm, I see no path to glory that sidesteps humility, surrender, and sacrificial love. I see no permission to secure my prosperity at the expense of another person’s suffering, no evidence that truth telling is optional. I see no kingdom that favors the contemptuous over the brokenhearted and no church that thrives for long when it aligns itself with power.
	Christians have spilled much ink over America’s current political situation. Every argument and counterargument has been made ad nauseam, and as far as I can tell, no one has the heart to listen to our opponents with genuine curiosity or compassion anymore. But maybe this is exactly the place where Jesus’ teaching becomes the sharpest and most relevant. As an image-bearer of a loving, forgiving, and gracious God, maybe what I owe God in this hour is the very grace and generosity he extends to me and to all of us.
	Figuring out my taxes is the easy part. What’s much harder is living out my political convictions with a Christlike humility, with a compassion that embraces my political other as a brother or sister. …
	So yes, by all means give the emperor what belongs to him. But remember that our first loyalty is to a kingdom that will remain long after earthly empires rise and fall. “Caesar’s” realm is limited and temporal. God’s reign is eternal and all-encompassing. Give to God what is God’s. In short: give God everything.
—Debie Thomas, “What Belongs to God,” Journey With Jesus for October 11, 2020.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2787-what-belongs-to-god.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

	The ancient Greeks thought that “zeal” was one of the Furies, goddesses of vengeance, who could and would overcome people with a zest for the death of those thought to deserve it. In the Hebrew Scriptures we read of the first slaughter: "And the Lord said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? And why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? And if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be his desire, and thou shalt rule over him." (Gen 4:6-7, KJV). Call it mob rule or enthusiasm or mass hysteria, zeal can swoop in and animate people with hatred and bloodlust: flags on boats and pickup trucks; banners of one’s cause; marches and rallies, conspiracy theories. Sometimes we have to search the heart and its passions when they become manifest in cultural forms. It is, then, time to reconsider zeal. …
	Frighteningly, in our time people fan the flames of passion and assume their zeal is justified. Politicians, preachers, and even our comics and satirists, are skillfully assured of the rightness of their cause. Few look inward to assess their own hearts or even the consequences of their actions. …
	When a zeal for what is true is lost among a people and the genuine work for justice fades into slogans, violence will surely follow, smug in the rightness of its cause and readily robed in piety.
—William Schweiker, “On Zealous and Unrepentant Times: A Call to Self-Reflection amidst a Dangerous Devotion,” Sightings, September 28, 2020.
https://divinity.uchicago.edu/sightings/articles/zealous-and-unrepentant-times.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY
Psalm 1
Why does Psalm 1 appear first, not only in its section (Psalms 1-41), but in the entire book? Consider its features and message, then decide.
The psalm is very much in the wisdom tradition of Israel. E.g., the book of Proverbs is replete with conventional wisdom. In such literature, there is a strong contrast between persons and peoples who righteously follow the ways of God and the wicked who go another path. In conventional wisdom, life for those who follow the ways of God goes much better than it does for the wicked.
Psalm 1 begins with the Hebrew words ’ashrei ha’ish, which is variously translated “happy are those” (NRSV), “blessed is the man” (NIV), or “happy is the man” (Tanakh: A New Translation — Jewish Publication Society). ’ashrei appears 25 times in the book of Psalms, including significantly Psalm 119:1-2, with its connection to torah (see below); also seven times in the book of Proverbs. Another Hebrew word, baruk, more explicitly means “blessed” in a theological sense. Even so, the LXX Greek translation of ’ashrei is makarioV, which is the word used (in the plural) in Matthew 5 in Jesus’ Beatitudes, “Blessed are those who …”
Verse 1’s “do not follow the advice of the wicked” more literally means “do not walk in the counsel of the wicked.” “To walk” is a very biblical means of metaphorically expressing what it means to live out the manner of one’s life. Similarly, the parallel “take the path that sinners tread” (also v. 1) is more literally “stand in the path of sinners.” The Hebrew word is derek, translated OdoV in LXX Greek; the word is used in Psalm 1:1, as elsewhere, to mean following a path or way of life (the word is also used, twice, in Psalm 1:6, for the contrasting ways of the righteous and the wicked). In John 14:6, Jesus says, “I am the way [OdoV], and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”
So, the righteous avoid the wrong way of life that the wicked = sinners (v. 1, and see v. 5) tread; in contrast, they take delight in the law of the Lord; in fact, on this law they meditate day and night. The Hebrew word for “law” is torah, which means more broadly (God’s) instruction or teaching. The word for “meditate” means more literally an utterance, a muttering or a moaning. In certain cultures, meditating over instructional scriptural texts is accompanied by guttural expressions; it may be wise for us also to engage viscerally and verbally when reading God’s scriptural instructions.
An important simile appears in verse 3, where the righteous are compared, in an organic image, to trees planted by streams of water. In the arid regions of Palestine, very little of substance grows; but there is lush vegetation near flowing streams, even in those arid areas. The righteous bear fruit and don’t wither away; in fact, they thrive. Thrive is probably a better translation to use than “prosper” with all its (to many preachers and parishioners) negative connotations from “prosperity theology.” Prosperity theology likely draws much of its source from an uncritical appeal to the conventional wisdom passages of the Bible, unbalanced by the also-very-biblical questioning of conventional wisdom in such books as Job and Ecclesiastes, in certain of the psalms (as parts of Psalm 73) and in the words of Jesus (the quintessential righteous person), who said, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20).
In contrast to the thriving righteous, the wicked are compared to chaff. In the farming of those days, grain (stalks and all) was cut and brought to a threshing floor, where heavy sledges or manual thrashing of the grain against the floor separated the seed heads from the stalks. In the breeze of the evening, a winnowing fork was used to toss the grain into the air; the wind would blow away the lighter outer husks of the grain’s seed heads, leaving the grain, which could be made into bread. The wicked are like useless, lightweight chaff, blown away by the wind.
The image of chaff segues (in v. 5) into the image of the judgment, where the wicked will not stand (for a similar image, see John the Baptizer’s comments in Matthew 3:12 = Luke 3:17). The biblical image of harvest as judgment also appears in Jeremiah 51:33 (and surrounding verses) and Revelation 14:15 ff., an image picked up by Julia Ward Howe, in the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”
“The wicked” and “sinners” are again used in parallel in verse 5, as in verse 1. The Hebrew word for “sinners” has the connotation of those who miss the mark or miss the way.
It is not merely the good circumstances of life which “pay back” the righteous for their good lives; “the LORD watches over [more literally (intimately) “knows”] the way [derek] of the righteous” (v. 6). “The way [derek] of the wicked will perish [come to destruction].” The Hebrew word ’abaddon (destruction) is linguistically related to the verb; it is used six times in the OT as a synonym for Sheol or death (in a harvest image in Job 31:12); this is picked up by Revelation 9:11, where Abaddon is used as a parallel for the Greek word Apollyon, which means “Destroyer.”
Psalm 1 joins several other OT passages which contrast righteous(ness) and wicked(ness). E.g., Genesis 18:23 ff.; 2 Samuel 22:21-28 (= Psalm 18:20-27). Also, e.g., Psalms 7:9; 11 (all); 32:10-11; 37 (all); 94:12-23 (with ’ashrei and torah in v. 12); 119:61-62. See also Proverbs chapters 10-15; 21; 28; 29.
Psalm 1 also has NT parallels. Jesus says that what we do in this life determines outcomes for this life and beyond; e.g., Matthew 7:13-14 (twice using the word OdoV); 13:40-43, 49-50; 25:45-46; and Matthew 16:27 (“The Son of Man … will repay everyone for what has been done.” The gospel of John offers similar contrasts. Also see Revelation 14:13 (“their deeds follow them”) and 22:11-12. And even, e.g., Romans 2:6-13. How do these passages relate to your understanding of “justification by faith” in portions of Paul’s books of Romans and Galatians, vis-à-vis James 2:15-26?
Conventional wisdom literature, as well as much else in Scripture, sees things in stark contrasts — an individual or a nation is either righteous or wicked, living in light or darkness, with no nuanced shades of gray. How does this correlate to the reality of most people, who are an admixture of righteous and wicked? Yet what characterizes our lives? How would we move toward righteous hearts and lives? Is it by filling them with evil thoughts and actions, thereby drying up and blowing away spiritually? Or do we yearn to find our source of life rooted in God’s steadily flowing stream, resulting in a righteous, thriving life? Do you suppose that meditating on good instruction (torah/the teachings of God and Jesus) could be the continuing means of never-ending spiritual hydration? (see Jesus’ words about the living water in John 4:13-14, in the light of John 6:63-64, 67-68).

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Psalm 1
Bring in two plants to show the children. One of the plants is thriving. It has new buds and perhaps some blossoms. The other plant is pathetic. The soil is dry, the leaves are brown and there are no new buds. Ask the children to tell you the problem with the sad-looking plant. Is it a lack of water? A lack of sunshine? Ask the children, "What does a plant need to grow well?" Answers might include good soil, the right amount of sunshine, proper watering, pinching off the dead leaves and blossoms, and allowing the plant to have room to grow. How are we like the plants? (We need sun, nourishment and room to grow.) What are some things we can do to receive the proper nourishment? (Good food, exercise, water, love and God's word to nourish our souls.) If the children don't think of "soul food," phrase the question: "What are some things we need to help our souls and minds to grow?" In closing, share this Scripture reading from Psalm 1: "Happy are those [whose] delight is in the law of the LORD … They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper."

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General  
Leader: Come let us worship the Lord.
People: God longs to give us the desires of our heart.
Leader: Let us bow down amid our preconceived, irreverent ideals.
People: The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul (Psalm 19:7).
Leader: For God seeks to enter into covenant with the children of all creation.
People: Fill us, O Lord, with a sense of respect and awe, as you rouse yourself from your holy dwelling place to touch each of us … just as we are, where we are.
All: Praise your holy name.

Pastoral Prayers — General
O God, you call us into agreement with one another. You urge us to end the divisions among us. How is this even possible? With fists clenched and jaws set, we grip tightly our perspectives and opinions, ready for battle with any who would challenge us.
We worship the god of Being Right. Desperate to belong somewhere, we claim allegiance to tribes of our own making — tribes of doctrine, of politics, of social location. Our quarrels reach your ears, and even as we stammer out our excuses, we know it is not your way.
Your way is excellent. Your way is relationship, discipleship, neighborliness, servanthood. Your way transcends the dim truths we might fashion from earthly assets. And your way seems impossible for us to imagine.
Help us to imagine it, O God, as we come to the table. Let the fellowship we have while at the table continue after we leave the table. Help us to imagine sitting down together and breaking bread. Let the magnanimity we feel and express there go with us as we leave the table.
Imagine it for us, gracious God. Imagine it within us. Show us how to drop the nets, filled with our meager catch, which we clutch to ourselves, our paltry security, our self-made identity. Teach us to share. You have a better identity in mind for us. Make us into your fishers of people. Or perhaps we must simply allow ourselves to be caught by you first. Let us be one community, a tangle of faults and foibles, yet held in your net of grace. This is your way. We long for it, too. Amen.

Benedictions — General
As you go, go as those who belong to Christ Jesus. Love your neighbor. Find joy in simplicity. Make peace with all. Practice patience and kindness in your home. Offer goodness, even to those who you think don't deserve it. Let your actions and words be guarded by self-control. Go now, bearing the fruit of the Spirit into all the world. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Blest Be the Tie That Binds
Lord of All Hopefulness
For the Healing of the Nations

Worship and Praise 
All Who Are Thirsty (Kutless)
For the One (Johnson)
Because of Your Love (Baloche)
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
Seventeenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Proverbs 31:10-31
Psalm 1
James 3:13 - 4:3, 7-8a
Mark 9:30-37
