Look Up
Psalm 121

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ

I didn’t see it coming at all.  Suddenly, I had slipped, fallen, and was lying on my back at the bottom of a deep ravine.  I wasn’t able to move my leg at first because my kneecap had slid out of place when I’d fallen.  As I felt a sharp pain swell through my body, I cried for help.  I yelled out of sheer desperation.  I looked up.  Eventually help came.  Familiar faces showing concern looked down at me.  I saw men huddling close to me, felt their hands gently grip me, and they slowly extended my leg.  “It’s back in place now,” one of the men remarked with relief.  My leg continued to throb with pain.

Two friends volunteered to stay behind and wait with me.  One of the men who was with us agreed to hoist me onto his back and carry me out of the ravine.  The rest of the Boy Scouts continued hiking along the backpacking trail through a remote section of the Shawnee State Forest of south-central Ohio.  As I looked up and watched the others hike away, I wondered how I was going to get out of there.      

I looked down and then looked up again.  The leader of our troop was reaching out to help lift me to my feet.  Once I was on my feet, literally leaning on two of my friends for support, I noticed the leader had crouched down with his back facing me.  He ordered me to wrap my arms around his shoulders, press myself against his back, and hold on.  As he stood up, I could feel his strength lifting me too.  I held on firmly while he leaned forward and began moving.  Trudging along step after step, he began to ascend up the bank of the ravine with me on his back.  I looked up and couldn’t see the top of the ravine, but I could see my Scout leader with his back bent, shoulders hunched, and muscles straining.  I could see him looking down with his gaze fixed upon the trail, treading ever so carefully.  And all I could do was hold on as we journeyed upward.
Today’s Psalm is about a journey too—a journey when we can’t always see where we are going but come to see that God is with us along the way.  
Notice that the journey starts with the Psalmist’s cry for help and ends with him declaring the promise that God will ultimately protect us.  It starts with the Psalmist looking up, lifting up his eyes to the hills, and asking, “…from where will my help come?” (Psalm 121:1NRSV).  And it ends with him declaring, “The LORD will keep your going out and your coming in from this time on and forevermore” (Psalm 121:8NRSV).

When the Psalmist realizes he needs help, the first thing he does is look up.  He lifts up his eyes to the hills.  He wonders where his help will come from.  Sometimes for us even realizing we need help can be hard, let alone wondering where help is going to come from.  Especially when the future is unknown, uncertain, and out of our control, looking for help means setting out in a different direction in our own life journey.  Who can we trust to help us?  Who will be there for us?  These are the questions that we carry with us through our lives.  
When we face the reality of wars and natural disasters in our world as well as face our own health challenges, job loss, financial insecurity, broken promises  in relationships, the death of loved ones, and the fear of our own death, we look up to see who will be there for us.  We look for who we can trust, since our own journeys can be unpredictable, even dangerous.  
That’s the way it was for the Psalmist.  In the Psalm, he refers to an uphill journey that the people of Israel made to the holy city of Jerusalem in order to worship the Lord there.  Of course, people walked everywhere back then.  And along the way there were dangers, which the Psalmist alludes to.   On the journey, there was the danger of slipping and falling on the road, of having “your foot be moved,” as the Psalmist puts it (Psalm 121:3NRSV).  Unfortunately I can relate to that one, as you already know.  Also while traveling along the road to Jerusalem, there was the danger of growing tired and falling asleep and not being able to protect yourself from people who wanted to hurt you and steal from you.  There was the danger of not getting enough shade from the sun striking you by day along the open desert road.  And finally for the Psalmist there was the danger of evil, which basically covered anything else that could have prevented you from arriving in Jerusalem to worship the Lord.
Looking back—though—on his own unpredictable and dangerous journey to come worship the Lord, the Psalmist saw that God had been with him all along.  Although life had been far from ideal—with unfulfilled expectations, unpredictability, and danger—he looked up and saw that God had protected him along the journey.  God had not let his foot be moved; God had neither slumbered nor slept; God had been his shade at his right hand; God had kept him from all evil.  God had preserved his life so that he could come and worship the Lord.  
During our own journeys through life, we can have a hard time looking up and seeing how God has protected us along the way.  It can seem as though we’ve fallen and are lying on our back in a deep ravine.  The pain can be so overpowering, so overwhelming, and even though we look up, help may not come right away.  The future seems hopeless, and the direction in which we’re headed seems not at all clear.  We wonder who we can trust and who will be there for us.  
But eventually our journey begins to take another direction, like it did for the Psalmist.  We look up again—we life up our eyes to the hills—and realize that God is already reaching out to us: reaching out to us as we experience the power of God’s promise that our lives are secure with God from this time on and forevermore.  

When you look up after those times that you’ve fallen, you can find God reaching out to you, promising you that your life is finally secure with God: Maybe you’ve experienced the power of God’s promise when the church community supported and cared for you during a difficult time of your life.  Or maybe you’ve experienced the power of God’s promise through trusting that God has forgiven you, and being empowered to forgive others as you have been forgiven.  Or maybe you’ve experienced the power of God’s promise when others prayed for your healing, and you felt God healing you.  Or maybe you’ve experienced the power of God’s promise when you can’t help but give thanks for the life God has given you and come to worship the Lord who made heaven and earth.
The power of God’s promise is something like my Scout leader who carried me up the steep bank of the ravine.  We can’t always see where our destination is, that is, where we will end up.  Life’s uncertainties and dangers get in the way.  But we can trust the path along which God leads us because God goes with us.  After all, God has promised to go with us, and nothing can ultimately stop God from protecting us and keeping our lives in his care.  Thanks be to God then for the power of his promise to keep our going out and our coming in from this time on and forevermore.  Amen.
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