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Sermon, 3rd Lent, Year C, 3-17-19, Jane A. Beebe 

“Wait for the LORD; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the 
LORD!” (Psalm 27:14) 
 

I began wondering if I had a call to monastic life in my early thirties. 

Although I had always had an attraction to worship and silent prayer, I was not 

really sure if I knew what prayer was all about. Soon after being confirmed I began 

to investigate various forms of prayer, especially contemplative prayer. Without a 

foundation of experience I found much of what I read too esoteric. As the Quakers 

say, they did not “speak to my condition.” I did buy a small Book of Common 

Prayer—it cost $7.50 back then—so I could begin saying the Daily Office. I 

belonged to a small mission church in Iowa at the time and received training to be 

a licensed Lay Reader in the absence of a priest. Most often, I would say Evening 

Prayer at home at the end of the day.  

Gradually, I was led into what I later understood to be contemplative prayer. 

It was a natural process based on a lectio divina, or close reading, of the scripture 

readings and psalms. When I discovered the singing of the offices during retreats at 

the Convent of St. Helena in Vail’s Gate, NY, I really began to appreciate the 

psalm recitation. The sisters emphasized singing quietly and with careful listening, 

pausing at the asterisk in each verse. Over the years I have come to love the 

psalms—as many do—for what they encompass in human experience and for what 

they reveal about God’s actions in the world.  
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As a child I particularly loved Psalm 100: “Make a joyful noise to the Lord, 

all the earth. Worship the Lord with gladness; come into his presence with 

singing.” (Psalm 100:1-2) During difficult times, I have turned to Psalm 139: “O 

Lord, you have searched me and known me.” (Psalm 139:1) Some of the hymns 

based on the psalms are particular favorites of mine. I had an intuitive sense that 

praying the psalms was leading me deeper into prayer and an awareness of God’s 

presence. Then I found a wonderful book by Thomas Merton entitled Bread in the 

Wilderness. Merton’s book presented me with several new and startling ideas. The 

first chapter affirmed what I had begun to experience. Merton states, “The psalms 

are theology… If we chant the psalms with faith, God will manifest Himself to us; 

and that is contemplation.” (Merton, p. 19) The psalms help to reveal God to us. 

Contemplation results naturally and is not sought for its own sake.   

Another idea of Merton’s that resonated with me, again only intuitively, is 

that Scripture can drive out dark and distracting thoughts and replace them with 

good ones. During those times in my life when I have been able to be faithful to 

saying the daily office, I had begun to realize that I was building up an inner 

resource. I have long admired earlier generations who memorized reams of 

poetry—and Scripture too. The earliest monastics, the Desert Fathers and Mothers, 

memorized the entire Psalter, carrying the prayer book within. While traveling, or 

if sick in bed, or enduring hard times, those words could be comforting and 
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sustaining. I have not memorized many psalms myself, but I can see the point of 

doing it now. The foundation of my centering prayer is often the Lord’s Prayer or 

Jesus Prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” But 

phrases of the psalms will come up as well, such as “Bless the Lord my soul, and 

all that is in me bless God’s holy name.” (Psalm 103:1) 

 Merton states that the psalms are the songs of Christ; they are the very voice 

of Christ. If I claim this for my daily reality, then there is always an opportunity to 

hear Jesus’ voice, not just in the Gospel readings and in the Lord’s Prayer, but in 

the Psalms. I have found this to be a deeply meaningful revelation. Being human, it 

is still difficult sometimes to bring the best part of myself to the office. Accepting 

the reality of God’s presence gives me renewed hope that it is not in vain.  

  When we recite the Psalms, we can begin to recognize in them the 

suffering and triumphant Messiah. (Merton, p. 88) Merton says, “…When we bring 

our own sorrows and hopes and fears to God and plunge them all into the sorrows 

and hopes of the mysterious One who sings this Psalm, a kind of transubstantiation 

is effected.” (Merton, p. 93) Through the Psalms we feel that God is with us in our 

sufferings and we are transformed. Merton says that it is not merely an emotional 

catharsis: “It is a spiritual solution.” (Merton, p. 94) Our spirit sings within us. 

(Merton, p. 95) And beyond this singing of the soul is the deep silence of God. 
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Merton imagines the Psalms contain the silence of all the beautiful places of the 

earth.   

This brings me to today’s Psalm, Psalm 27. It is a beautiful Psalm, yet 

reflects such authenticity on the part of the Psalmist. It encapsulates many human 

fears and longings, showing an almost child-like confidence that God is good, that 

God will save. What better Psalm to pray today as we journey deeper into the forty 

days of Lent? The Psalm begins with a wonderful affirmation: “The Lord is my 

Light and my salvation…”, “The Lord is the stronghold of my life…” The Psalmist 

is able to exclaim rhetorically, “Whom shall I fear?” Light, salvation, a stronghold: 

any one of these things would bring a sense of safety and wellbeing. There is light 

for the path ahead. I think of that line from Psalm 119: “Your word is lamp to my 

feet and a light to my path.” (Psalm 119:105) There is salvation at the end of the 

journey. All along the way there is place of protection, whether seen as a physical 

place, or that place where God dwells within.  

At the same time, the Psalmist being wholly human, does not deny the 

reality of fear. It is often helpful to me to think of my enemies as being inside me. I 

project them onto others in ways I am hardly aware of. Praying the Psalms helps 

me get in touch with this negative tendency. It can definitely feel like being 

assailed by something that wants to devour! Yet, the Psalmist says, with God I will 

be confident. (Psalm 27:3) If necessary, God will hide me in his shelter or conceal 
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me in his tent. Again, these may or may not be physical spaces. My mind boggles 

at imagining what God’s tent may look like. Is it like the blanket forts we made as 

children? Or is it something more cosmic—as God reveals to Job—like the whole 

of our galaxy? 

If hiding me isn’t enough, God may even lift me up bodily and set me high 

on a rock. For me, the sense of this is not only will I be lifted up into safety, but my 

perspective will also be restored. Even my head is lifted up. I can look down upon 

what may have seemed frightening or overwhelming. My path will have been 

made level. I have lovely memories of when I was a little girl and how my mother 

would take care of me when I had a skinned knee or some other bump or bruise. 

My mother would lead me into the kitchen, lift me up, and set me on the counter. 

She would then carefully clean off the scrape, apply iodine and a band-aid. It is the 

gentleness with which she did this that I remember most vividly: she was so gentle 

that no part of the process hurt. I felt entirely healed, entirely safe. With my 

confidence restored, I could run back outside. Even if our parents forsake us, the 

Psalmist tells us, we have a loving God who will lift us up to that healing kitchen 

counter. 

I hear the last two line of the Psalm differently than I would, I think, had 

they come at the beginning. The Psalmist is honest about what assails us, yet 

affirms again and again that God can and will save us. We shall see the goodness 
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of God in the land of the living, that is, in the here and now. (Psalm 27:13) We are 

able to wait for the Lord with hope. I found a lovely sermon by Br. Geoffrey 

Tristram of SSJE on waiting. He said that he has always loved that in Spanish, the 

word esperar means both “to wait” and “to hope.” Together with the Psalmist we, 

too, can declare with assurance, “Wait for the LORD; be strong, and let your heart 

take courage!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


