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 The Bible is full of journeys. This is part of the reason why, across the centuries, the Bible keeps connecting with 
our lives. Human beings are journeying people. We live with the sense that our lives are from somewhere and going 
somewhere. Which is why, we’ve lost the sense of where we are from or where we are going––when life seems to be stalled 
our or “going in the wrong direction”––we don’t like it. We feel anxious. Distressed. Our lives or the world around us can 
feel untrue to what we think they should be. 
 

The journey of life and the truth of life relate to each other. It’s no accident that Jesus who is the fullness of God’s 
truth called himself “the way,” which in Gospel of John’s Greek can also mean “the road.” In the Book of Acts, the earliest 
Christians were called “The Way.” They recognized that the true life is a journey centered on Jesus. 

 
But the wisdom of the Psalms that we will be listening to for the next few Sundays is that, in our journey with God 

is that we don’t get to the truth just by assertions of fact or by propositional claims. We get to a lived truth by way of 
prayer. That’s because living a true human life doesn’t simply involve believing or thinking certain things. It involves 
becoming someone and prayer is central to the becoming process. This is why the people of Israel and the Church have long 
paid special attention to a collection of journey prayer three quarters of the way through the Book of Psalms.  

 
These prayers are called the Songs of Ascents. There are fifteen of them stretching from Psalm 120 to Psalm 134. 

They were first offered by Jewish pilgrims living outside of Jerusalem. They’d pray them as they went up to the holy city 
for festivals. So for Passover and Pentecost in the spring and the Festival of the Booths at harvest in the fall we can imagine 
Jesus as a boy and then as a young man praying the Songs of Ascents all the way from Nazareth to Jerusalem. In time, 
monastic orders of the church would pray Psalms 120 to 134 across the journey of the day in their set hours of prayer. 

 
The first prayer, Psalm 120, is about setting out. We have different ways of setting out on life’s journeys. 

Sometimes it’s with a thrill like when a freshly married couple take their first steps down the aisle. Or with anticipation, 
starting a job that you were eager to get. Or with relief, as when the plane is taking off for a vacation you’ve been 
desperate to take.  

 
But perhaps more often than we like or recognize, paths we set out on begin under conditions of distress. But in 

the grace of God, even the roads embarked on in distress can lead us into God’s truth and deeper into God’s life. 
 

Psalm 120 begins, “I call on the Lord in my distress, and he answers me.” In this prayer, the distress isn’t from 
illness, or from a troubled relationship, or from threat of attack, or from a mess they have made in their life. The psalms 
have plenty of prayers over such things. But in this psalm, the distress is over a world that’s filled with lies. 

 
It cries, “Save me, Lord, from lying lips and from deceitful tongues.” Here’s prayer that sees a world with too few 

trustworthy voices and institutions. It’s a prayer in touch with Politifact, the fact-checking project of the Tampa Bay Times 
that rates political statements from “true” to “pants on fire” lies. Psalm 120 is prayer that knows about cover-ups and 
racial bias and news that contains spin. It’s a prayer that knows the whole truth is rarely ever told, partly because the 
world spends so much effort in life that disregards God. You can’t tell the full truth in anything if the telling ignores God. 

 
In Gary Schmidt’s book, The Wednesday Wars, it’s 1968 and seventh grader Holling Hoodhood is crouched under 

his desk in English class for a nuclear attack safety drill. Each May always includes Atomic Bomb Awareness Month at 
Camillo Junior High. The principal has told them, “Since we live so very close to New York City, Camillo Junior High 
School is certainly a likely target for an atomic bomb if the Soviet Union should ever choose to attack. ...When the sirens 
blow, I expect everyone to follow our government’s drill procedures precisely.”  
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But Holling didn’t think that anyone “really believed that Leonid Brezhnev was sitting in the deep, dark rooms of 
the Kremlin, plotting to drop an atomic bomb on Camillo Junior High School.” Still, they followed the procedures 
precisely. They scrunched under their desks and breathed quietly and evenly for 18 minutes, with the classroom door 
open, the window shades down, and the lights off. Apparently after theses procedures, “the wind would have whisked 
away the first waves of airborne radioactive particles, and the blast of burning air would have passed overhead, and the 
mushroom cloud would no longer be expanding, and every living thing would have been incinerated except for [them] 
because [they] were scrunched under their gummy desks with [their] hands over [their] heads, breathing evenly and 
quietly.”  

 
In a world filled with lies we can end up fooling ourselves as to the conditions we really live in. This deceit doesn’t 

just have to do with people and groups around us. It has to do with the deceptions we engage in ourselves. How we can 
treat falsehoods as though they were truth, like that just working a little harder will get us what our hearts really desire, or 
that getting the right person in office will be the key to social change, or that the key to our life getting better is for the 
people around us to change, or that having just a little more––more time, more stuff, more control, more money, more 
leisure, more whatever, that this will somehow remove the malaise that besets my heart.  

 
We settle for the deception because the actual case of things is so humbling. As writer Marilynne Robinson has 

put it, “anyone who has ever glanced at a newspaper,”––or, I might add, who has ever taken honest stock of their own 
heart––“has a right to lie awake. …[For] the very oldest truth,” says Robinson, “right out of Genesis, [is that] we are not 
at ease in this world, and sooner or later it kills us.”   

 
Psalm 120 is not a happy song, but it’s a truthful one and the beginning of honesty is a good thing. The cry of 

distress over our submersion in deceit contains good news. The good news is that dissatisfaction with the world can 
become the starting place for Christian discipleship. Sometimes it isn’t until you’re fed up with the world’s deceptions, or 
until you’ve come to grips with your own deceptions, that you feel any urgency to journey toward God’s life of truth and 
peace. 

 
 Our family just got back from a road trip out to Cape Cod. As we left Chesterland we crossed U.S. Highway 6 in 
Kirtland on our way to catch I-90 east. We drove the interstate through Pennsylvania, New York and Massachusetts 
because our road trip philosophy was like the Beach Boys song “Kokomo” that says, “We’re going to get there fast and 
then we’ll take it slow.” So the interstate got us to the Cape as fast as it could, you know what road we ended up on to 
drive across the Cape? U.S. Highway 6.  
 
 Life can include many paths that are attempts to arrive at wholeness and satisfaction as quickly as we can. But at 
the end of our frantic pursuits, when we finally make it to the life that’s truly life, we find we are back where our life’s 
journey began in the first place: the God who makes a way to us in Jesus. 
 

When Jesus came saying, “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” he was saying 
that the way to the true life, a way in this world that’s true because it’s God’s way, it’s always crossing our path. In fact it’s 
available to us right now. Repentance involves turning toward the truth––about who we really are, about how the world 
really is, and about where our life is really headed in God.  
 

 The psalm’s cry, “save me,” is honest recognition that we cannot bank on the world around us to describe and 
give us the life that’s really life. That’s why Psalm 120 goes on to say, “Woe is me” for the kind of world I live in. But this  
it isn’t an angry or bitter or hate-filled cry. It’s just acknowledgement of conditions. And then the Psalm ends by 
lamenting, “Too long have I lived among those who hate peace. I am for peace; but when I speak, they are for war,” this 
isn’t resignation to a life ruled by deception, conflict and trouble. It’s a statement of where our confidence, our grounding, 
our true peace really lies, which is in the God who makes a road to us in Christ. 
 
 In Christ, we the world enveloping truth that God has decided not to be at war with the world. God has decided 
not to be in conflict with us. In Christ, God has determined that our lives and our world will finally be explained by 
forgiveness, grace and renewal. Which means that people journeying with Christ will continue to struggle within a world 
challenged to live honestly together. Jesus’ disciples will wrestle in a society that struggles with the claims to truth because 
deception is so great. Jesus’ disciples may not even be better than others at mining their hearts for how they themselves 
participate in the world’s lies. 
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 But those that travel the Jesus way believe that the true end of life’s journey, the place always as close to us as pivot 
on the heel, is the God who gave us a life to journey with in the first place. Perhaps the falsehood we most persistently 
engage in is that we can reach life we desire apart from the God whose heart beats for us. This makes every Christian a 
pilgrim, an immigrant, someone always somewhat ill at ease in the world because the pilgrim’s place of true belonging is in 
the home that is God. 
 
 That’s the life that’s true begins with repentance. When we turn toward the truth that has a name and a face and 
a love poured out on the cross and into our hearts, we find that end of our journey, the love of God in Jesus Christ, is a 
road that already runs through the depths of our hearts. Which means the truth is not “out there,” for off. It is near, as 
Jesus said.  As near as the Lord and Savior who lives in us to make his life journey truly our own. Amen. 


