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Observing the Traveled Path – Rev. Liz Whitford 
 

Have mercy on me, O God, 

    according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy 

    blot out my transgressions. 
2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 

    and cleanse me from my sin. 
 

3 For I know my transgressions, 

    and my sin is ever before me. 
4 Against you, you alone, have I sinned, 

    and done what is evil in your sight, 

so that you are justified in your sentence 

    and blameless when you pass judgment. 
5 Indeed, I was born guilty, 

    a sinner when my mother conceived me. 
 

6 You desire truth in the inward being;  

    therefore teach me wisdom in my secret 

heart. 
7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be 

clean; 

    wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 
8 Let me hear joy and gladness; 

    let the bones that you have crushed 

rejoice. 
9 Hide your face from my sins, 

    and blot out all my iniquities. 

 

10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, 

    and put a new and right spirit within me. 
11 Do not cast me away from your presence, 

    and do not take your holy spirit from me. 
12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 

    and sustain in me a willing spirit. 
 

13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, 

    and sinners will return to you. 
14 Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, 

    O God of my salvation, 

    and my tongue will sing aloud of your 

deliverance. 
 

15 O Lord, open my lips, 

    and my mouth will declare your praise. 
16 For you have no delight in sacrifice; 

    if I were to give a burnt offering, you 

would not be pleased. 
17 The sacrifice acceptable to God is a 

broken spirit; 

    a broken and contrite heart, O God, you 

will not despise. 

Psalm 51:1-17 

 

 

 

 

The Road Not Taken 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sad 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 kept 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. 

 

 

 

“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,” 

Two paths covered by trees; both beautiful in their own ways.   

“And sad I could not travel both.” 

It’s so hard to make decisions when we are faced with “forks” in the road going in two different 

directions, neither being apparent in where they end up. 

 

But Robert Frost tells us in his poem, 

“I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference.” 

 

What is our less traveled path? 

 

For Robert Frost, this poem spoke of a friend of his who always had a sense of regret when 

thinking he could have gone a different path, in each part of his life. 

 

How often do we look behind us and Wonder “What if…”  What if I had gone to another school?  

What if I wouldn’t have gotten married?  What if I would have taken that job?  What if I had 

parented differently?  What if… 

 

God has created an intrinsic mind inside each of us, that we may see what we have done right, 

what we have done wrong, and look towards a future of how we can do things differently for 

either. 

 

We read two different scriptures today.  The first being Psalm 139, one of my personal favorites.  

This Psalm looks into a self-reflection of how God has worked in our lives.  We see the 

descriptive words of how God has shaped us, how God is beside us, how God will never leave 

us.  Truly the grace of God which surpasses all of our understanding.  We are pointed to a place 

of awareness of where God and God’s grace is in our lives.  

 

For our main scripture, We look at a Psalm very different. Number 51 is more convictional. 

“For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me…” 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God.” 

 

Throughout many of the psalms there is a call for help from God, asking God to change their 

situation.  Many give the overall cry, “Change my situation so I may praise you.”  Psalm 51 

expresses, “Change me; I am the problem.” 

 



Psalm 51 is thought to have been written right after King David was confronted about his 

murderous affair.  In his wrongdoing, he realized it was not anyone else’s fault for any 

consequences, but his own.  Other scholars suggest that this was written around the time of the 

exile that the Israelites experienced or shortly after. 

 

Either way, people had known that God had been with them, and that they had lost that because 

of their sinful ways.  Whoever wrote this psalm knew their sin is what kept them from God.  

They needed forgiveness. 

 

Psalm 51 is a psalm that only asks for help.  Help to move past what had happened in the past, to 

move forward in life!  The psalmist knew that in the end the only thing that matters (present 

tense) is God.  Verse 4 shows us this,  

“Against you, you alone have I sinned.” 

 

With a scripture like this there may be a feeling of guilt, possibly even debilitating guilt.  “God 

will never love me, I’ve done too much wrong.”  Are we just meant to feel this guilt? 

 

Surprisingly enough, debilitating guilt is not the answer.  Instead it is meant to open our eyes to 

how we fall short and need forgiveness.  It shows us how much we need God. 

 

What holds us back from asking for our own forgiveness? 

 

We know from last week, in Pastor Markus’s sermon that God is waiting with open arms for us 

to turn back when we do wrong, and on Wednesday, Miss Christine, our Children’s Director, 

challenged us to be changed this Lent.  To know our sin and know we are going to fail, but also 

know that God is there with us waiting for us to turn back towards God. 

 

The Psalm writer asks for 2 things: a clean heart and a right spirit.  What does it mean for us  

to have clean hearts and right spirits? 

 

“A clean heart would be a mind and will open to God, oriented to God.  A steadfast spirit would 

be a mind and will freed and steady toward God – ready to praise, true to God’s covenant, and 

trusting during evil times.”  As commentaries say. 

 

How often do we rely only on ourselves for things in this life?  For some of us, we look to God 

only when we are in trouble.  For some of us, we only look to God when things are going great.  

For some of us, we barely look to God at all. Maybe we need to pray this psalm more than we 

realize: 

God, turn me to you, that I may rely on you for all, 

instead of my ego, by being proud or feeling worthless.  Turn me to you. 

 

But wait!  Isn’t this Lenten study on how we are to forgive others?  We don’t want to look at 

ourselves.  We’re fine, right?  Where does this focus on ourselves come from? 

 



Our author for our Lent emphasis, Marjorie Thompson said it best in her chapter on self-

reflection, “Learning forgiveness requires first that we clearly see own need for it.”  Self-

reflection.  

 

In the Old Testament, it was believed to be impossible that a person could be sinful without that 

sinfulness being detrimental to the whole community.  It would greatly damage the community 

in which the person lived. 

 

In that context, there was a sacrifice/offering that had to be given to God in order to be forgiven. 

Without that offering to God’s altar, it was life and death.  No, really it was.  The Israelites 

struggled to know when God was on their side or on their enemies’ side.  Sometimes they were 

successful in battle, other times not so much. 

 

We may think differently.  We are taught that all our sins have been taken away because of 

Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross.  That may give us the misunderstanding that we no longer must be 

sorry for what we do wrong, that we don’t have to fix things.  In fact, we rarely talk about sin. 

 

Because we know of God’s forgiveness through Jesus, we may be content with where we stand.  

But, we do hurt others when we sin.  We are taught that from a young age.  Whether we lie, 

gossip, cheat, etc., we impact others around us.  That damages at least one other person.  How 

can we or how will we take a step back to look at our own hearts? 

 

Robert Frost’s poem ends, 

“I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference.” 

 

This Lent, how will we individually take the road less traveled?  Down a road where we put our 

whole self into God, where we actively look at our own sin and correct it for the betterment of 

humanity.  How will we trust God enough to rely on God through thick and thin?  How will we 

realize the sins we continue to do and turn away from them so that we might ask for forgiveness? 

How may we self-reflect so that we may in turn forgive those who have wronged us? 

 

“Change me; I am the problem.” 

 

“And that has made all the difference.” 
 


