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Proper 8 B

June 28, 2009

2 Samuel1:1, 17-27, Psalm 130, 2 Corinthians8:7-15, Mark 5:21-43

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen

I remember the smooth feel of the sheets, the sounds of the birds through the screen porch where I was getting ready for bed, and the smell of summer in the air.   I was four years old. My grandmother  was sitting on my bed with her arm around me, teaching me the 23rd Psalm.  “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  Each night we would start with the opening line and add a new one.   It took me almost two weeks to memorize the entire psalm. 
Over the years of being people of faith, I imagine many of us have found comfort in the 23rd Psalm which is probably the most well known of the Book of Psalms.  Or perhaps there is another psalm that we particularly like or speaks to us.

Today, instead of focusing on the lectionary scriptures for the weekend, I am preaching the first of the “summer request” sermons. If this sermon spurs you to make a request about another aspect of our spirituality or faith, there is a box in the back for sermon requests. 

 Today’s sermon is really a teaching about one of the often overlooked, yet spiritually enriching sections of the Bible, the Book of Psalms that is sometimes called the Psalter.  The Book of Psalms has been called the solid gold of Christian experience.   Slip into the book wherever you will and you will find a treasure.

The Psalter is important enough to Episcopalians and Anglicans that every Book of Common Prayer since 1549 has contained the Book of Psalms.  There are 150 psalms in the Book of Common Prayer and in the Bible.   If you look at the red BCP in your pews, you will find the Psalter in the middle of it.   A bit of trivia is that there are actually 151 psalms. Psalm 151  is found in the Apocrypha.  The Apocrypha is the scripture written between the end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New Testament that is scriptural but not canonized or recognized as part of the Bible. 


The Psalter is a book of liturgical poetry meant to be used in a congregation by singing or reading it.   At Trinity we use the Psalm weekly in place of a hymn between the reading from the Old Testament and the reading from the New Testament Epistle.   In this congregation we usually read the psalm in unison, but there are other ways to experience the reading of the psalms.   I thought that today we might experiment with that.  Let’s take Psalm 130 in your leaflet.  This time as we read it together, let’s have all the women read the odd numbered verses and the men read the even numbered verses.   I’ll start the women..

That reading of the Psalm has a very different feel to it, doesn’t it?


Let’s try it again.   This time let’s read Psalm 130 breaking at the asterisk.  I’ll read the first half of the verse stopping at the asterisk and you read the second half of the verse together.  Again it has a very different feel to it.  I don’t know about you but each time I hear a Psalm read out loud, depending on how it is done, I hear different things.

The psalms are part of the Old Testament or Hebrew Scriptures that were for the most part initially written in Hebrew. The Hebrew title of the psalms is “Praise” or “Book of Praises” which indicates that the main contents of the book are praise, prayer, and worship.   The Psalms are the national hymnbook of Israel.  Worship is the central idea.  The Psalms magnify and praise the Lord, exalt His attributes, His names, His Word and His goodness.  Every human experience is related to Him.   Every human emotion is contained somewhere within the book of psalms. You can find psalms about anger, joy, grief, awe, gratitude, plus pleas for help or protection.

Let’s go back to Psalm 130 for a moment.   Did you notice that when the psalmists refers to God, the word is denoted LORD all in capitals?   There are many ways that the psalms refer to God; One is with all capitals LORD like we find in Psalm 130.  LORD is called the Tetragrammaton and stands for the most holy name of God.   It is so holy that the Hebrews simple did not say it out loud or when they did they used another word YHWH.   Two other ways of referring to God in the Psalms are Lord with small “ord” which is a translation of Adonai.  The third way the psalms refer to God is Lord God which is a combination of the first two and is vocalized in Hebrew as Elohim.

Not to bore you with details, but the other interesting thing that I find about the construction of the psalms is that often the second half of the verse, after the asterisk, simply provides a synonym for the first half.   It says it in another way.  We can see that in Psalm 130 in verse 7.   The first half of the verse says, “With him there is plenteous redemption.”  And the second half of the verse says essentially the same thing. “And he shall redeem Israel from all their sins.”

Many people believe that David, the king of Israel in our Old Testament reading today, wrote all the psalms.   You can find scholars to argue authorship from every point of view.  Most scholars would give David credit as the principal writer, authoring 73 of the 150 psalms.  Credit is also given to Moses (Psalm 90), Solomon (Psalm 72 and 127), and anonymous others. 

All of what I have said, is “head knowledge” about the psalms and useful to know. But what about using this treasure house of material for our praise and worship?  What about using the psalms to express emotion and feeling whether that is joy, anguish, love, or anger?  For the entire range of human emotion can be found embedded in the psalms.  Sometimes when I don’t know what to pray because I am upset, I find that I can always open the Book of Psalms and find a psalm that expresses my thoughts and feelings perfectly.    
The psalms often help me focus or see more clearly  rather like the people in this story sent to me by Rhoda.  A young couple moves into a new neighborhood.  The next morning while they are eating breakfast, the young woman sees her neighbor hanging the wash outside.  “That laundry is not very clean,” she said.  “She doesn’t know how to wash correctly.  Perhaps she needs better laundry soap.”

Her husband looked on, but remained silent. Every time her neighbor would hang her wash to dry over the next few weeks, the young woman would make the same comments.

About a month later, the woman was surprised to see a nice clean wash on the line and said to her husband: “Look, she has learned how to wash correctly.  I wonder who taught her this?”

The husband replied, “I got up early this morning and cleaned our windows.”

And so it is with life.  What we see when watching others depends on the purity of the window through which we look.  The psalms can help us with that purity and perspective.

In addition, many generations of the faithful, stretching back to the time of King David, have found solace in the psalms, particularly the 23rd Psalm.   It often requested as the psalm for “Last Rites,” as well as funerals and memorials.  Just after 911 the parish I was serving in California, found great comfort in Psalm 46.   Several of the people in that community had relatives on one of the planes that crashed into the World Trade Center.    They found great hope in “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.   Therefore we will not fear, though the earth be moved, and though the mountains be toppled into the depths of the sea; The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our stronghold. “

Or when we are facing surgery how about Psalm 121?  It says in part, “I lift up my eyes to the hills; from where is my help to come?  My help comes from the LORD, the maker of heaven and earth.”   And Psalm 139 that begins,” Lord, you have searched me out and know me,” is probably one of my favorite psalms no matter what the issue.


The incredible thing about the psalms is that they are so useful.  Sometimes we overlook them in the rush to get to the “real” scripture.  Yet the psalms are a treasure trove of connection to God.   If we read one a day, I am convinced that our lives would be more connected to God.   Not that the Holy One requires us to rotely read the psalms.   It is more that in reading and inwardly digesting the psalms, we suddenly feel closer to our Lord.  We can see the footprints of the Almighty scattered throughout the minutes and hours of our days.   We can see God in the people we meet, and we join a long line of the faithful who have used the psalms to deepen their spiritual journeys.  Get started today, I can promise you that you won’t regret it.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

