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 In our preaching last week, we began listening to a series of prayers in the Bible that treat life as a journey. 
They’re called the Songs of Ascents and were first prayed by Jewish pilgrims traveling to Jerusalem. They’re also good 
prayers for us live through the ups and downs and bruises and joys and detours of life. 
 

___ 
 

In Psalm 121 the journey is obvious. The prayer begins, “I lift up my eyes to the mountains.” We envision a 
traveler to Jerusalem looking miles ahead toward the hills where Jerusalem sits. We pray, “[The Lord] will not let your 
foot slip,” and imagine a pilgrim choosing steps carefully on a steep rocky path. “The sun will not harm you by day or the 
moon by night,” and we see the late morning sun growing higher in the sky, making a traveler sweat the dry Palestinian 
heat. He gazes longingly at shade up ahead and the Psalm assures, “The Lord is the shade at your right hand.”  

 
 But the psalm is about journeys that are more than geographical. It’s about the travel that’s measured not just in 

miles but in days, months, and years, in which aren’t sweating over the temperature but over paying for college, doldrums 
in a job, and life in a body with high mileage. It’s how, at one point in your journey you thought middle schoolers were 
twelve feet tall. But now you’ve traveled through far enough that you’re memorizing your locker combination for the start 
of middle school.  

 
This week I was talking with someone I’d just met and ended up in a conversation on the road of life. There was a 

surgery coming up. Knee reconstruction. A six-month recovery. A husband that would have to take on the cooking and 
some of the chores. It sounded like he was anxious about that. His wife, who was having the surgery, was trying to get the 
house in shape, so she was concerned too.  

 
As we talked it came up that I’m a pastor and she said, “You’re awfully young to be a pastor.” Which felt good 

because people don’t say that as much as they used to. The mileage must be starting to show. “What are you? Thirty? 
Thirty-five?” she asked. “I’m forty,” I said. “Forty? You’re just a baby!” she said. “I’m forty-five!” and added, “Oh, the life 
I could tell you about!”  

 
And I thought to myself, I guess not all years are the same. Some years have more miles to them. Apparently some 

years of this woman’s life had contained long roads. I’d guess the wear was as much on her soul as on her knee that was 
getting fixed. 
 

The miles of life teach travelers that we need help along the way. This is why Psalm 121 begins with a question: “I 
lift up my eyes to the mountains––where does my help come from?” It’s both humbling and empowering that on the road 
of life, none of us is solely responsible for our own survival. None of us is charged with being the sole keeper of our life. 
God is on the road with us: the keeper of our life, the shade at our right hand. 

 
In the middle of the psalm we hear something of a travel advisory. It names three things that could go wrong 

along the way. Your foot could slip, causing you to fall or sprain your ankle. You could suffer heatstroke on those dry 
scorching paths to Jerusalem. Parts of the journey could be so stressful that you become emotionally ill––you become 
anxious, panicked about all that’s beyond your control. That’s what the psalm means when it talks about getting struck by 
the moon. Ancient people called it “moonstroke,” from which we get the word lunacy. 

 
We can easily expand on the travel dangers in the psalm. We just have to think about the lives of people we know, 

including ourselves. We ate well and exercised but disease still breached our defenses. We fastened our seatbelt and drove 
defensively but still got hit from out of nowhere. Our own prudence and hard work couldn’t stop the market from 
collapsing or the company from downsizing. A relationship broke down in ways we couldn’t have done anything about. 
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But the biggest travelling peril of all doesn’t come from outside of us, but from within us. That’s the danger of 

deciding that, in body and in soul, in life and in death, the journey is all up to us. That we’re alone to grapple with 
struggles and evils and the sometime sense of randomness to life––those things that threaten to rob life’s journey of 
meaning and hope and joy.  

 
This is why the Psalm keeps saying that the God who made heaven and earth is with us on the road. Three times 

it says, “God will watch over you.” “The Lord will keep you from all harm,” it says. The Lord that watches over you will 
neither slumber nor sleep. Which sounds beautiful. What a wonderful promise! Except when it feels that your footing has 
gone out from under you, or someone you love has suffered harm, assurance of God’s watchful protection can seem like a 
lie. 

 
I recently read the story of how Mary Celeste Beall became the president and proprietor of Blackberry Farm. 

Blackberry Farm sits in the hills east of Knoxville, TN. For a premium price, the lodge on the farm treats guests to 
exquisite hospitality, recreation and food. The creator and first propretor of the high-end farm was Sam Beall, Mary 
Celeste’s husband. Sam had a knack for aesthetics, business, and knowing what might soothe those that came to the farm 
to regroup from the stressors of life. 

 
As a dad, Sam cooked his kids waffles for breakfast. He made the family dinner out of vegetables from the 

Blackberry Farm garden. He was an outstanding athlete who rode in100-mile bike races and pulled 400 pound marlin out 
of  the ocean. Until an afternoon last February, when Sam was skiing a run in Colorado that was easy for such an expert 
skier as him, and he skied straight into a wooden post that marked the edge of the trail. No one saw the accident. The hit 
he took to the chest tore his heart and he died. That’s how his widow Mary Celeste, aged 39 like him, took over 
Blackberry Farm. 

 
“The Lord will keep you from all harm––he will watch over your life,” says the psalm. What would it have been 

like to hear that line of the psalm in the church at Sam’s memorial service? The story that described Sam’s death 
specifically mentioned that the memorial service took place in a church. Churches so often have architecture that evokes 
safety, like the one I grew up in that was shaped like an ark––the church as the ark that protects you through the storms of 
life. Or a great stone Gothic structure that evokes stability and solidity in a life that can feel shaky and random.  

 
Today we’re worshiping outside, exposed to the elements, perhaps in a place where we can be more honest about 

our exposure to risk, even as God is there on the road. I have to think that, were we able run the numbers, we’d find that 
those that go to church suffer accidents as at the same rate as those that don’t. That those who pray get laid off from jobs 
as much as those who don’t. That Christian soldiers fall on battlefields at the same rate as others. Which can make the 
parts Psalm 121 that promise God’s protection on the journey sound ignorant or delusional. 

 
But the palm is neither because the psalm’s promise isn’t that we will never get hurt or suffer illness or accident, 

that we’ll never get touched evil in the world. The promise is that the struggle, the misfortune, the illness, the evil, will 
never have power over us. Nothing that we have been through, that we are going through now, or that will face tomorrow 
can separate us from God’s loving purpose for us. 

 
“He who watches over you will not slumber,” says the Psalm. 

indeed, he who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.  
The LORD watches over you—the LORD is your shade at your right hand;” 
 
When you step from the sun into the shade you step into a kind of presence. The shade encompasses you. What 

does it mean that Lord is your shade? It doesn’t mean that the heat cannot touch you. It means that the Lord is so present 
to you that there is nothing in your life that is outside of God’s reach. In all that happens in life, even in what we don’t 
understand, you are surrounded by God’s loving care.  

 
This was Paul’s promise to the Romans. He wrote to them that we live in a world that is groaning. We notice that 

he doesn’t just say that the world is filled with groaning, but that the creation itself is groaning, which makes our journey a 
part of a larger one that includes the whole cosmos. We are in it with creation, says Paul, as we spend much of our walk 
through life waiting and watching for God to work a good purpose in the midst of our struggles. 
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The woman I met this week, she said, as people sometimes do when they learn that I’m a pastor, “I don’t know to 
church anymore. But I don’t need to go to church to find God. I can find God anywhere I go.” Which is so true and 
which is why I never push back when anyone says they don’t need to go to church to be with God. But if I have a chance, 
which I did talking with her, I say, “You know, the church isn’t really a place. The church is people. The church is people 
God brings together to travel together in the strength of God’s love.” 

 
Because while looking to glorious mountains may tell you that there is a God who made heaven and earth, and 

looking to the trees and feeling the wind may tell you that God is near in the creation God has made, you need the 
church’s witness from Scripture to know the fullness of the God that is with you. The witness that Scripture gives the 
church is that God who is with us has the character of Jesus Christ who walked our road and suffered the world’s evil and 
died with a sense of God’s abandonment on his lips. This is the good news that keeps on telling us that the God with us on 
our road only deals with us in love.  

 
This doesn’t take away the questions of why we face certain struggles we do. But it does tell us that, because God 

is really God, and because Jesus is really raised from the dead, and because the Spirit of God groans along with us in our 
trials, we will never belong to our troubles. We will never be ruled by the falls we suffer. God has poured the Spirit of 
Christ into hearts so that any evil outside of us will never take charge within us. 

 
 This is why, in the end, the true story of our journey is not written by the struggles and troubles we face but by the 
goodness and faithfulness of God meeting us every step of the way––even at the end, when we walk through death, and 
find that God is still with us. Amen. 


