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Sermon, 6th Sunday after the Epiphany, Year 
A, February 16, 2020, Jane A. Beebe  
“…Oh, that my ways were made so direct  that 
I might keep your statutes!  

  Then I should not be put to shame,  when 
I regard all your commandments.  

  I will thank you with an unfeigned heart…” (Psalm 119:5-7)  

  

  Perhaps it is because we just had St. Valentine’s Day, but for whatever 

reason, it is the “unfeigned heart” of today’s Psalm that struck me. We have just 

prayed the first stanza of Psalm 119. This Psalm is extraordinary not merely 

because of its length, but because of its structure. It is the longest Psalm, 

comprising 176 verses of poetry. As such, it is also longest chapter in the Hebrew 

Bible. It is composed as an acrostic based on the Hebrew alphabet of 22 letters. 

Each letter begins eight lines of the Psalm. We hear the first stanza this morning, 

and it begins: “Happy are they whose way is blameless…” The Hebrew word 

translated as “happy” is ‘ashre, beginning with the first letter of the alphabet: 

aleph. This word can also be translated as “blessed,” the same word used in the 

Beatitudes.  

  I particular love Robert Alter’s translation and commentary of the Psalms. 

He says that Psalm 119 can seem formulaic, even routine or mechanical. Yet he 

also notes it contains some striking imagery. (Alter, The Book of Psalms, p. 419) 



  1  

What about keeping statutes, rules, decrees, precepts, or commandments could 

inspire our hearts, or bring us closer to God, the very aliveness of God? One 

commentator noted that the psalmist repeatedly implores God to "cause me to live" 

(verses 25, 37, 40, 77, 88, 107, 144, 149, 154, 156, 159). (Nancy 

deClaisséWalford, Working Preacher) This Psalm is a poetical love song to the 

Torah, not a constricting or dry summation. What is offered is a way of life that is 

meant to bring us closer to God and neighbor. This is a reflection of God’s 

steadfast love, or hesed,  available to God’s people through a mutual commitment 

to the covenant. In our translation of the Psalm this morning we hear in verse 2: 

“Happy are they who observe his decrees and seek him with all their hearts.” It can 

also be translated: “Happy who keep His precepts, with a whole heart they seek 

him.” (Alter, Psalms, p. 420) Or, it may be translated: “Happy are those who 

observe His decrees, who turn to Him wholeheartedly.” (The Jewish Study Bible,  

p. 1402) Our translation of verse 7 has: “I will thank you with an unfeigned heart.” 

It can also be translated as: “…with a sincere heart” (JSB), or “…with an honest 

heart” (Alter, Psalms)   

  It seems to matter what sort of hearts we bring to God. They are 

meant to be whole, open, sincere. And yet, at the same time, we have God’s help in 

coming to wholeness, health, and integrity. Often we get wonderful clues about the 

Scripture readings in the Collect for each Sunday. It appears at the very beginning 
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of the liturgy so it can get lost, yet many of our collects are gems. “O God, the 

strength of all who put their trust in you: Mercifully accept our prayers; and 

because in our weakness we can do nothing good without you, give us the help of 

your grace, that in keeping your commandments we may please you both in will 

and deed…”As we hear so beautifully and pastorally from Paul: “…Neither the 

one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the 

growth.” (1 Corinthians 3:7) And as Moses bids the Hebrew people in his farewell 

address “…Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord 

your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him…” (Deuteronomy 30:19-20)   

Certainly we can work together to create good conditions for growth, 

encouraging each other to “take heart.” As Paul so beautifully expresses: “…[We] 

are God’s field, God’s building.” (1 Corinthians 3:9) While the images of fields 

and buildings suggest concrete structures, the reality of God’s loving presence, I 

think, begins in the heart. It is with our hearts that we are able to put into practice 

our obedience to God. Obedience is one of those words that we may find daunting. 

On the surface it seems to suggest constriction, difficulty. However, “obedience” 

actually means “to listen.” It is not for nothing that the vow of obedience is at the 

center of most monastic rules. The Prologue to the Rule of St. Benedict begins like 

this: “Listen, child of God, to the guidance of your teacher. Attend to the message 

you hear and make sure that it pierces your heart…”  
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What can happen when we live this way, listening with the ears of our 

hearts, is demonstrated by Jesus. When Jesus speaks of the commandments in the 

Sermon on the Mount it is with the authority of one who trusts God implicitly. 

Jesus goes below the surface of merely obeying the letter of the law and shows us a 

deeper way of encountering the commandments. Jesus tells the gathering, “You 

have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and 

‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are 

angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment…” (Matthew 5:21)   

Through the lens of the commandments Jesus invites us to consider what is 

in our hearts, not out of fear, but out of love. Anger is a very human emotion. It can 

point us to things that need to shift or change. Covering it up or pretending it is not 

there is not usually helpful. Whether or not it results in actual murder, when put of 

control it can be destructive and death-dealing in other ways. What God wants for 

us is to be “God’s field” and God’s building.” God is available to heal our hearts 

and lead us to life—if we listen.  

Some of the clearest, simplest examples of the power of loving obedience 

appear in the stories of the desert fathers and mothers. They were the early 

monastics of the 4th century living in the deserts and caves of Egypt.  
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“They said that Silvanus had a disciple in Scetis called Mark, who possessed the 
virtue of obedience in large measure. He was a copyist of old manuscripts: and the 
hermit loved him for his obedience. He had seven other disciples, and they were 
sad that he loved Mark more than them. When the nearby hermits heard that he 
loved Mark above the others, they took it badly. One day when they visited him, 
Silvanus took them with him out of his cell, and began to knock on the door of 
each of his disciples, saying, ‘Brother, come out, I have work for you.’ Not one of 
them appeared immediately. When he came to Mark’s cell, he knocked, saying, 
‘Mark,’ and as soon as Mark heard the voice of the hermit he came out and 
Silvanus sent him on some errand. So he said to the other hermits, ‘Where are the 
other brothers?’ He went into Mark’s cell, and found a book which he had just 
begun to copy, and he was making the letter O, but when he had heard the hermit’s 
voice, he had not finished the line of the O. The visitors said, ‘You are right, abba, 
and we also love the one whom you love, for God loves him too.’”  
  
Ward, Benedicta. The Desert Fathers (Penguin Classics) (p. 142). Penguin Books 
Ltd. Kindle Edition.  
  
   
“My Lord God,  
I have no idea where I am going.  
I do not see the road ahead of me.  
I cannot know for certain where it will end. nor 
do I really know myself, and the fact that I think 
I am following your will does not mean that I 
am actually doing so. But I believe that the 
desire to please you does in fact please you.  
And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing.  
I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And 
I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road, 
though I may know nothing about it.  
Therefore will I trust you always though  
I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I 
will not fear, for you are ever with me,  
and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.”  Thomas Merton  
  
  
.  


