
St. Bride’s Church of Scotland, Newtonmore
PSALM 121

Rev. Catherine Buchan
Sunday 16th January 2011

Romans 8:31-39

“I lift up my eyes to the hills” sings the Psalm.  “I to the hills will lift mine eyes, from whence shall come mine
aid”.  These are words that have long resonated in our national psyche, living as we do among hills and
mountains.  It is probably the second most popular Psalm after “The Lord is my shepherd” (Psalm 23),
certainly for singing at funerals.  The hills among which we live have inspired many people to lift up their
hearts to God.

And yet it is not a statement, or an instruction at all.  The Psalm is not telling us to lift up our eyes to the hills
and in lifting them up, to find God.   The Psalmist is saying “If I lift up my eyes to the hills, is that where I am
going to find help?”  It is really a question.  Does help come from the hills?

In the world of the pilgrim people who first would sing this Psalm as they made their way on their journeys
to worship at the temple, the hills were not just magnificent features of the landscape.  If the pilgrims lifted up
their eyes, removed them from the stony road on which they walked, and which they needed to watch, lest
they turn their ankles, then they would see, not just bare hill-tops, but, as often as not, shoddy shrines on the
tops of the hills.  The hills were the places where altars to false gods were often erected.  If you read the
Chronicles of the Kings of Judah and Israel, you will find that one of the things of which the chronicler
approves is if a King has had the courage to pull down the “high places” of the Baals.

Throughout the time when many of our Psalms were being written and sung, when the worship in the temple
was being formalized, there was also the worship of false gods going on in Israel (especially) and Judah.  This
is a psalm of protest against that worship.  In the dangers of travel, you don’t need additional help from non-gods.

Going on a journey is always a risky business.  Even today, we know that there is always the chance that the
car will crash, that the train will derail, that the plane will come crashing out of the sky, or that the boat will
sink.  Sorry to sound so negative, and I know that usually these things don’t happen, but they are possible.  In
the time of the ancient pilgrims, the danger was that you would turn your foot on a stone and become lame;
that you would be attacked by bandits in the hills; that you would be afflicted by sunstroke by day or by
moon-stroke – lunacy – by night.

That last one we might mock at, but if you go on a journey, especially a journey of some distance or requiring
some effort you can be changed by your experience.  Sometimes we choose to travel hoping that we will be
changed, seeking to experience a different way of life, seeking to understand how things are in another part of
the world, so that our understanding of who we are in relation to our world is subtly or radically altered.
Moon-stroke – or so it can seem to those whom we leave behind and return to changed.  People go to visit
third world countries and come back determined  to live more simply, to trade more fairly, to pursue faith more
avidly.   And the stay-at-homes may wonder why.

To go on a pilgrimage in days past held a certain amount of danger.  To enter into the pilgrimage that is the
Christian life does not exclude us from danger either.  People who think that God’s children should not suffer
illness or accidents, should not have difficult times in their relationships, or be persecuted in their places of
work have simply not read Scripture very closely. We are never told that if we join God’s family our lives will
become easy and perfect.  Quite the reverse.  Even when Jesus is promising his followers repayment for what
they give up for him he promises “…houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields with
persecutions”  He declares that we are blessed “…when people persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against
you falsely on my account…”  And what of that wonderful portion of Paul’s letter to the Romans which we
read today?  It declares that hardship, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril and sword cannot keep
us from the love of Christ.  Which is good news.  But the implication is that all of these troubles are just as



liable to come our way as anyone else’s: in the case of some of them – persecutions for example – they are
more likely to happen to us.

The Christian life is a journey.  It is going to God and with God.  But we undergo this journey in the same
world that we have always lived in, and in going to God we travel the same ground that everyone else also
walks.  We breathe the same air, drink the same water, go to the same shops, pay the same prices, are citizens
of the same governments, are subject to the same pressures and distresses, and eventually are buried in the
same ground.  Outwardly our lives are like other lives, and as such are just as subject to illness, ageing,
disappointment, grief and trauma of various sorts.

But there is a difference.  And the difference is that we walk with God as our keeper.  Did you notice how
often our Psalm used that word?  We are told God is our keeper (twice), that he keeps Israel, that he will keep
us from evil and that he will keep our lives.  What did you do with your Christmas cards at the beginning of
the month, when you took them off your mantelpiece?  Did you recycle them?  Did you keep them?  Some of
us are more inclined to keep things (hoard things even) than others, but for all of us, we know that if we keep
something, it is because it is important to us.  God keeps.  He treasures and protects. We need not look to any
additional protection, look to the hills, as it were,  because in our daily journey, we are kept by God.

Kept how, though?  We have seen that the early Christian experience, and the experience of Christians ever
since has been that affliction, sickness and death have come to us just as to others. Yes, Paul tells us, these
things may come to us, but they can’t really hurt us, because they cannot separate us from what is most
important to us: the love of Christ.

Have you ever floated a bottle in a pond or puddle.  The bottle floats well.  If you take that bottle, with its cap
on, and throw it in the sea - maybe with a message in it - it will still float. There is a lot more water now, and
much bigger waves, the danger seems greater and the bottle proportionately smaller, but still it floats, because
as long as the water is on the outside, not the inside, there is nothing to make the bottle sink.  Our faith is like
that, and God’s keeping is like that.  So long as we are in his care then nothing that happens to us on the
outside: not age, not illness, not accident, not difficulties of any sort can harm our real selves, our life hid with
God.

Didn’t Jesus say as much when he advised us “Do not fear him who kill the body, and after that have nothing
more that they can do.  But I will warn you who to fear: fear him who after he has killed has the authority to
cast into hell.”  God is the only one with that power, and if we are being kept by God, then we need not fear
what he will do to us.  Paul’s point, written to fearful people, is that God sent Jesus to save us, his desire is not
to harm us but to keep us in his love.

The waves may be huge and their threat overwhelming, but our real life is hidden, kept by God and secure.
Indeed, just as looking out on a snowy landscape can heighten our appreciation of a snug fire-side, so the
various difficulties and troubles that come our way can heighten our appreciation of our faith, of the love of
God which will always keep us and from which nothing can separate us.  Troubles and difficulties will come
on our Christian pilgrimage, but we need not look elsewhere for help, because, as Paul knew well from his
own experience, “in all these things we are more than conquerors.”

Our help comes from the Lord.  The Lord, God called by his own name.  In the Old Testament if you are
reading along and see the word LORD written in capitals, then that means that the Hebrew has used the letters
of God’s name.  We usually think of it as Yahweh, but by the time Scripture was written in the form we have
it now, a devout Jew would not speak God’s name, lest it was accidentally taken in vain.  Jews now will say
Adonai – Lord when they get to the name, or else they simply say Hashem – the name.  But when it was written
this Psalm reminded people that the God who would keep them was not some faceless deity, but the Lord
whom they knew by name, and who knew them.  We are kept by the one who knows us by name, and so in
our pilgrimage, we need not fear.  Indeed we should not fear.  We can and should decide to put fear aside,
knowing that nothing can take God’s love from us, or take us from God’s love.



I will lift up my eyes to the hills – and doing so will remember that God, the Lord is my keeper, and that he
loves me and will not let me go.  And so I will go on my pilgrim way comforted and reassured, confident that
God walks with me.

Amen.


