Sermon for May 12, 2024                     Psalm 1                        “A Mother’s Wisdom”
Blessed are those who do not walk in the counsel of the wicked, or stand in the way of sinners, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on God’s law they meditate day and night.  They are like trees planted by streams of water that yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither.  In all that they do, they prosper.  The wicked are not so, but are like chaff which the wind drives away.  Therefore, the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; for the Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.
It has been a lovely, warm Spring so far, hasn’t it? It leaves us with precious little excuse for not getting outside and strolling about in the ever-increasing leafiness.  And so, as the Psalmist talks of different paths, and finding our way either into righteousness or into wickedness, we are put in mind of this hike we call Life, for many have reflected on our human reality and compared it to a path or a road…and certainly one of the more famous to do this very thing was my Vermont friend, Robert Frost:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and sorry I could not travel both
and be one traveler, long I stood and looked down one as far as I could
to where it bent in the undergrowth; then took the other, as just as fair,
and having perhaps the better claim because it was grassy and wanted wear,
though as for that the passing there had worn them really about the same,
and both that morning equally lay in leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I marked the first for another day! Yet knowing how way leads on to way
I doubted if I should ever come back. I shall be telling this with a sigh
somewhere ages and ages hence: two roads diverged in a wood, and I,
I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.
It is the kind of poem that inspires us to creativity and originality and risk and not marching along with the herd.  Sounds like the spiritual life, to me.  For surely, now more than ever before in human history, following the Christian path is a road less traveled by, a path less often taken.  And even when we are on the path, and some of us have been on this path for a very long time, there are divergences; there are side paths that look innocent enough.  But I must tell you, with a few clicks more than six decades of life under my belt, that the path to holiness and the path to destruction are not on opposite sides of the globe; they are sometimes parallel, sometimes interwoven, and closer than any of us want to admit.  In that regard, Life is not like Mr. Frost’s poem, where there is one simple fork in the road, and we choose a path, and never go back to the other way.   In real life, the most holy wanderer among us has also traveled the wicked road, and the nastiest character in the room has likewise walked the holy way at least some of the time.  I wish Life were as straightforward as either the Psalm or Mr. Frost’s epic poem, but it doesn’t seem that way at all.  It seems that choosing a path, choosing joy and peace and hope is something we need to be about all the time.
Which brings us to mothers and their wisdom. They know better than to buy into the “one and done” mentality that pervades our culture. Think with me of the traditional mother: cooking, cleaning, laundering, comforting, educating, inspiring…not one of these motherly jobs is a single-time gig. All of them are in perpetua, they go on and on. And some of them go on ad nauseum, another useful Latin phrase enjoyed by moms the world over.  


We Methodists had a spiritual father, John Wesley, who unintentionally deprived us of a spiritual mother by never marrying! Which is a shame, because the wisdom of moms and the wisdom of dads are different animals. Wesley wrote this about Psalm 1 in his sermon notes:  This psalm was put first as a preface to all the rest, and shews us the holiness and happiness of a good man, the sinfulness and misery of a wicked man, and verily, the ground and reason of both. Wesley was such a dad, sharing the timeless wisdom of comparing and contrasting, making sense of Life by putting everybody into little boxes. His thinking was still showing us a world where things seemed to be very clearly and neatly divided.  There were, dontcha know, just two types of people, holy and wicked, and the point was for the holy one to stay holy, and the wicked one to get holy.  Our church life would be so much simpler if life were really that way! But Life, as we all must eventually concede, is an infinite spectrum from black to white and every possible gradient in between.

In the life experience of the Psalmist, Life did not seem to be like that. So, when one was striving to choose the right way, following the Law was the only way to go.  How one felt about it, the devotion, intention, integrity one brought to it, all were secondary to the slavish living out of the holy principles.  Thousands of years later we see the mixed fruit that falls from the tree of unquestioning faith, the sometimes sweet but much more often bitter fruit borne from a life with the form of religion, but not its power.  We have all known believers like that, in every faith.  Yet, fair play to all, we also see the mixed fruit that falls from our own more modern trees, where, because we are not bound by Law but liberated by Grace, we have grafted in branches from popular culture, and other world religions, and philosophy, and psychology, and made a new, hybridized form of Christianity.  Unavoidable, it seems. On the one hand, we have freed ourselves from the mind-numbing, religion-by-rote, repeat-after-me kind of faith.  But on the other hand, we have also exempted ourselves from quality time with God, from daily involvement in the scriptures, from working out our own interpretation of this sweet life based on some depth of study, and not just what floats downstream from the latest Facebook meme every now and then.  And that sort of liberation is not really liberating at all!   
In every election season, people will invariably get up on a soapbox about the founding of this great land, and what a good thing it is to have a place where one can enjoy the freedom of religion.  But our modern America is trying to revel in freedom from religion, and we religious ones too often revel in our own version of that, freedom from actual spiritual practice.  If the great unwashed don’t even have the form, and we have the form, but not the content of our faith, how exactly is this gonna turn out for the good?  A noted parenting author said this: “It's not our job to toughen our children up to face a cruel and heartless world. It's our job to raise children who will make the world a little less cruel and heartless.” Jesus didn’t say that, but he could have. Even Jesus benefitted from the wisdom of his mom, right?

Here is the truth I currently understand: our lives will only turn out for the good if we can capture the deep truth that the Psalmist was trying to convey; that those of us on the godly path can’t just start walking and hope things work out.  As the quip says, the Christian faith works, but we have to work it!  There is study involved, growth involved, thoughtfulness and service and prayerfulness involved.  The holy life is not like a garment, to be put off or on as needed; it is more like our skin, the thing that holds us all together.  Or, to use this morning’s imagery, we need to put down roots, to be like trees planted by streams of water, not like tumbleweeds being cast across the interstate by the prevailing winds that day.  So, my friends, as we choose our paths, daily, hourly, event by event or step by step, we are most strengthened and nourished by frequent encounters with the ways and words of God, and most weakened by immersion in the lingering shallowness of our culture. If we don’t have immediate access to the ways and words of God, the ways and words of Mom will often suffice! And Mom would tell us that choosing a path also means choosing a practice, a set of habits that form the frame of our lives.  Without the practice, our ability to stumble off the holy way into the weeds becomes virtually guaranteed.  
Our presence here this morning would seem to indicate that we like this path, this way of Christ.  I sincerely pray that together, we can reclaim our spiritual practice along the way, too.  Because being in an actual relationship with the Divine makes all of our choosing simpler. Choosing paths of joy, paths of peace, paths of hope; paths of resistance, paths of advocacy; paths of protest, all these choices are simpler when our eyes and hearts are rooted in God. Just like moms everywhere have been teaching since the beginning of time!  Amen.  
