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 As one of my clergywoman colleagues so aptly posted this week, “Most 
everyone is at capacity, friends.”  Indeed, 8 months into a pandemic and the 

numbers of the sick and hospitalized and dying are rising exponentially.  
Schools and services, places of work and worship and families continue to 
juggle what no one could have imagined even in mid-March.  Holidays are on 

the horizon, and with them grief for the people and places we miss dearly.  We 
are finally post-election but pre-peaceful transition of power.  Several have 

spent sleepless hours glued to cable news networks and wondering what will 
happen next.  De-humanization continues, as do our commitments to the core 
values of our faith like caring for our neighbor as the Samaritan and the earth 

as good stewards.  Uncertainty, fear and exhaustion companion us on this 
journey.    
 

 Psalm 121 is part of a grouping of Psalms known as the Psalms of 
Ascent.  The cadence carried pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem, the city on 

the hill.   Commandments in Exodusi and Deuteronomy instructed all Jewish 
men to ascend to Jerusalem three times a yearii to ‘see the face of the Lord.”    
This pilgrimage was to be a reorientation, a return to dwell with God. 

 
 I lift up my eyes unto the hills--  

from whence cometh my strength.  
My help comes from the Lord,   
who made heaven and earth. . . 
The one who keeps Israel 
 Will neither slumber nor sleep. 
 The Lord is your keeper . . . 
The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life. 
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  Rolf Jacobson writes that for many Jewish families, verse 8 is recited 

while passing through a threshold of a home, “The Lord will keep your going 
out and your coming in from this time on and forevermore.”   Psalm 121 is 

posted in birthing rooms, in baby carriages, and in children’s rooms.iii  Psalm 
121 is an affirmation to memorize, a cadence to move in, a blessing in which to 
be cradled. 

 
A blessing is not a formula—do this, say this, and everything will 

magically be well.  Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor, the vulnerable and those 

who’ve lost it all.  Blessed are the grieving.”  Jan Richardson says, the word 
blessing and blood have the same root word.  To give a blessing then, she says, 

is to give a heartbeat.iv  Jan Richardson is a poet and theologian who has 
written books of blessings.  After her beloved husband, Gary, died 
unexpectedly of a brain aneurism, she knew nothing more than to keep writing 

blessings that declared her rawness and what she knew in the pulse of her 
veins. 

 
The Valentine’s Day after Gary died she wrote—“Blessing for the 

Brokenhearted.” 

 
Perhaps for now 
it can be enough 
to simply marvel 
at the mystery 
of how a heart 
so broken 
Can go on beating, 
as if it were made  
for precisely this . . .  
 
as if it sees 
the heart’s sole remedy 
for breaking 
is to love still . . . 
 
As if it trusts  
that its own 
persistent pulse 
is the rhythm  
of a blessing 
we cannot 
begin to fathom 
but will save us  
nonetheless.v 
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“We lift up our eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh our help,” were 
lines I often heard my father recite at hospital beds and funerals.  And when he 

died, Mom showed us a box with hundreds of business sized cards he had 
made, that passed from prayer to prayer, hand to hand, and heart to heart.  

Among them were scriptures like Psalm 121, “I lift up my eyes to the hills,” and 
Psalm 23—"Yea thou I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no 
evil . . . thou art with me.  And Romans 8, “What shall separate us from the 

love of God, will suffering or illness or death? No, there is nothing in all 
creation that can separate us from the love of God.”    

 

Knowing from whence cometh his strength, Jesus went up the mountain 
alone to pray.  That night, a storm came and the small boat which carried the 

disciples was battered and pushed far from shore. In the morning, Jesus came 
walking toward them on the sea.  When the disciples saw him, they were so 
afraid.  But Jesus said, “Take heart.  It is I. Do not be afraid.”  Peter said, 

“Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”  Jesus said, 
“Come.”  So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came 

toward Jesus.  But when Peter noticed the strong wind, and began to look 
around, he became frightened, and began to sink.  Peter cried out, “Lord, save 
me!”  Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught Peter.vi  Peter’s eyes 

met Jesus eyes again, and hand to hand, heart to heart.   
 
And so, this Psalm comes as we are heavy with weariness, fear, and 

uncertainty.  “We lift our eyes up to the hills.  From whence cometh our 
strength?  Our help comes from the one who made heaven and earth.”  Like 

our Jewish ancestors did in pilgrimage, like Jesus did in prayer, like Peter did 
as he slipped into deep water, like my father did at hospital bedsides, like Jan 
Richardson did in grief . . .  may we gaze on the face of God.   Like our Jewish 

neighbors, let us claim God’s presence in our thresholds. Let us practice 
wrapping our little ones in the warmth of blessing from their birth.  In the holy 
embrace of blessing, may we breathe, and rest and be renewed.    And in these 

hours of storm let us pass blessings of comfort, peace, and strength from hand 
to hand, from heart to heart, from gaze to gaze.    

 
May God protect you.   
Calm you.   

Center and surround you.   
May peace sit beside you and hold your hand.   

 
 
                                                           
i
 Exodus 23:17 
ii
 They would go for the holidays of Passover, Pentecost, and Sukkot (Thanksgiving). 

iii
Rolf Jacobson, Commentary on Psalm 121, Working Preacher, March 16, 2014, 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2002 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2002
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iv
 Everything Happens with Kate Bowler, “Jan Richardson: Stubborn Hope,” October 2020, 

https://katebowler.com/podcasts/. 
v
 Jan Richardson, “Blessing for the Brokenhearted,” The Cure for Sorrow, 33-34. 

vi
 Matthew 14:22-33 


