Sermon C Pentecost 13 2025 SCED
Psalm 139: 1-18; Luke 14: 25-35.

This morning I would like us to consider the Psalm and the Gospel reading together.  Psalm 139 is a Psalm which has inspired many people throughout the Christian era. It tells us about the unique quality of God’s relationship with us. In exploring this Psalm I will refer to two different translations: the one we recited together from the Prayer Book, and another interesting version that I came across in one of my Bible Commentaries. 
This Psalm begins by telling us that God’s knowledge of us is a perfect knowledge.  The psalmist uses a range of images to convey this idea.  The first image is contained in verse one when the Psalmist claims that God knows when he sits and stands. My other translation says, “you know my sitting and standing.”  Both translations convey that God knows all about the Psalmist’s every move.
The second image can be found in verse 4 when the Psalmist says, “you have encompassed me behind and before. In my alternative translation this is expressed as, “Behind and before you encompass me.”  Now the whole idea of “encompassment” suggests that God protects this psalmist from all points on the compass, from all directions, or from every angle.  And the reference to “behind and before” suggests that God goes before the Psalmist leading the way in all he does throughout his life.  It also suggests, to use the vernacular, that God has the Psalmist’s back.

The third image that is used is contained in verse 8. Here the psalmist says, “If he spreads out his wings towards morning, or dwells in the uttermost parts of the sea, God will still find him.  My translation is more exotic.  It speaks of the psalmist “raising (his) wings in the orient, that he might settle in the westernmost parts of the sea.  Once again irrespective of the translation, the sense is that wherever the psalmist goes, no matter where he is, whether heading in an eastern or westerly direction, God is always with him.

In verse 9 he, the psalmist recognises that, “God’s hand shall lead me; his right hand shall hold me.”   This suggests that every part of the being of God protects the Psalmist.

In my translation in says, “your left hand you would lower upon me, and seize me with your right hand.”  Here the interpretation is nuanced to include the ideas that God lowers God’s left hand perhaps in blessing, and seizes with his right hand to quickly and forcibly remove the Psalmist out of situations of trouble or danger.

It is a travesty in some ways to translate poetic writing like the Psalms into common speech.  However, if we were to do this for the parts I have mentioned, it would read: “God you know my every move; from all angles and from every direction; you guide me and you have my back!  I feel your presence with me; no matter where I am, every part of your being protects me. You constantly offer me blessing and you pull me away from trouble and strife. 

If we return for a moment to Verse 4 in the Prayer Book version of the psalm we read: you have laid your hand upon me.  My translation says, “you lay your palms upon me.”  We have already suggested this is probably a gesture of God’s blessing?  Other interpretations are that is an act of care and affection or of calming.  Or are these palms the palms of the potter shaping and protecting life as it emerges.  (There are two other references in the Psalm that suggest a potter.  These are in verse 14 when your version says, “I was formed in secret and woven in the depths of the earth.  My translation says, “I was nipped off in the secret place, kneaded in the depths of the netherworld.  So there is some suggestion in this psalm that it is unclear whether God’s creative activity should be likened to a weaver who weaves us into more and more complex patterns of being; or a potter who moulds us by kneading us into being, his palms flat around our emerging life.   Essentially each is a metaphor for God’s creative action.  You may prefer one over the other.  
Well whether we were moulded or woven, Psalm 139 tells us that God has a deep knowledge of and an even deeper care for God’s people, since the very beginning of our existence.  If we think or even meditate on the words of this psalm; if we truly absorb the depth of its meaning, we cannot help but be led into deeper relationship with and commitment to God. 
Now if the Psalm forms a good context for Christian commitment, the Gospel is perhaps rather bamboozling in outlining what this commitment can look like.  On a first reading, it is not a pretty picture:  Jesus says we are to:   

· hate father, mother, wife, husband, children, brothers and sisters

· hate life itself

· carry a cross like Jesus did, and 

· Give up all our possessions.

Not quite as reassuring as the Psalm, is it?  It raises the questions, “why does the caring and protective God that we have just read about in Psalm 139 require such dire sacrifices of us?” Also, “why does Jesus describe discipleship so starkly when it clearly isn’t like that for most of us?

· Firstly Jesus is using hyperbole or exaggeration which was common in his teaching when he wanted to get across a particular point

· Secondly, because although this sort of “giving up things and people” is not required of all disciples, for some people in the past these terrible and extreme marks of discipleship were required.  (I think of the first and second century martyrs).  And sadly, for others today, discipleship still means these terrible deprivations (I think of recent abuses and killings of Coptic Christians in Egypt, or the wholesale bombing of Christian Churches and that is happening currently in Gaza)
· Thirdly, Jesus wishes us to be realistic about the cost of discipleship so that we are not like the builder and army general he mentions who take things on, but are unable to follow them through because they underestimated the cost of discipleship.

Jesus is not saying these costs of discipleship are required of all of us, but he is saying, “you never know when they might be required.”  
This is the seriousness of the Christian calling in today’s world.  And Jesus is warning people who are committed to living the Christian way. You see, if we are truly going to be the salt of the earth in a Christian sense, we must be prepared to allow our Christian faith to be a whole of life commitment.  It is the responsibility of each one of us to work out before God what this means for us.  It is often only once we have done this work of re-evaluating our commitment that we will begin to recognise the encompassment of the surrounding presence of the God who the Psalmist tells us wove us together or moulded us.  It is also only then that we will know ourselves as Christians who have not lost our saltiness. Amen
