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Sermon: “Eat, Pray, Love”
Scripture Reading: Psalm 34

I will bless the LORD at all times; his praise shall continually be in my mouth. My soul makes its boast in the LORD; let the humble hear and be glad. O magnify the LORD with me, and let us exalt his name together. 

I sought the LORD, and he answered me, and delivered me from all my fears. Look to him, and be radiant; so your faces shall never be ashamed. This poor soul cried, and was heard by the LORD, and was saved from every trouble. The angel of the LORD encamps around those who fear him, and delivers them. O taste and see that the LORD is good; happy are those who take refuge in him. O fear the LORD, you his holy ones, for those who fear him have no want. The young lions suffer want and hunger, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing. 

Come, O children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD. Which of you desires life, and covets many days to enjoy good? Keep your tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceit. Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it. 

The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous, and his ears are open to their cry. The face of the LORD is against evildoers, to cut off the remembrance of them from the earth. When the righteous cry for help, the LORD hears, and rescues them from all their troubles. The LORD is near to the brokenhearted, and saves the crushed in spirit. 

Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the LORD rescues them from them all. He keeps all their bones; not one of them will be broken. Evil brings death to the wicked, and those who hate the righteous will be condemned. The LORD redeems the life of his servants; none of those who take refuge in him will be condemned. 

Introduction:
How assuring these words are that the psalmist has arranged for us! The message he sings tells us exactly what to do in order to live as righteous persons upon this earth: What we should fear and what we shouldn’t fear; what we should do when troubles come; how to be happy. In doing so, he addresses the question that all philosophers ask: “What constitutes the good life?” It is an age-old question that modern day philosophers are still asking--as are “ordinary people” like ourselves. 
In the current newsletter, I mentioned to you that I had seen a movie recently: entitled Eat, Pray and Love. The movie featured actress Julia Roberts as a successful businesswoman who set off on a journey to discover the good life. Like many in our world today, she had gotten caught up in the rat race of life and forgotten how to truly live. Food no longer tasted good to her. She was unable to focus—much less pray--because her mind had become cluttered with worries and concerns. And worst of all, she had forgotten how to love and be loved. Concerned that she was just going through the motions of life—and not really living, she decided to take a year off from her job and travel across the world in search of that which was missing from her life. 

Well, I am sure that we all would have liked to have had the privilege to do the same (back in the days we had the energy, that is!) It would have been nice, but the truth is: We don’t have to look very far to find the answer to the age-old question, “What constitutes the good life?”  Our answers are right here—in the song of the psalmist. Let’s take a closer look…    
The psalmist sought the LORD, 
and he answered him 
and delivered him 
from all his fears. 
Fear.

When we get “right down to it,”

isn’t this what keeps us from being happy

--from enjoying life

and being able to love? 

I believe that it is

--that fear is our greatest hindrance 

to living the good life.

And this is exactly what Scripture teaches us--that fear, not hate, is the opposite of love. 

Writer John teaches us that this is true, saying:

..perfect love casts out fear, 


there is no fear in love.

So what exactly are we afraid of?

If we were to be completely honest with ourselves


we would discover that we are afraid of many things. 

--not necessarily things like spiders or rats.

--what we are afraid of is much bigger.

We are afraid of losing control.

We resist surrendering our will to God



--for fear that He might ask us to do 

something we don’t want to do.

We are afraid to love


So we resist getting close to others
--for fear that we will be hurt

or taken advantage of.

And perhaps the greatest fear of all 

is that of facing God,


dreading that day 

when we will have to stand before Him



 

and give an account 

of how we have lived our lives upon this earth.

Fear not! Help is on the way!

Today, 

the psalmist begins by teaching us 

how to not be afraid.
Look to God, he says,

and be radiant; 
so your faces shall never be ashamed. 
Look to him now

and be radiant; 

so that your face shall not be ashamed


on that final day



when you meet your Maker 

face to face. 

This is how it works:
If we keep our face turned toward God 

throughout these days on earth



will have no need to fear



facing God in the end...

the transition will be natural.
This is the psalmist’s answer to overcoming our fears 

that are so stifling


--never take your eyes off God



--and this directs our attention to another kind of fear




--one that is good. 

This good kind of fear 

has to do with respect and awe.
“The angel of the LORD encamps around those who fear him, and delivers them,”

sings the psalmist,

“O taste and see that the LORD is good; 
happy are those who take refuge in him.” 
Sounds like this is what we want!

So how exactly do we fear the Lord in such healthy ways?

The psalmist advises us, saying:

Come, O children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD.
There are three things you should do 

if you desire life 
and want many days to enjoy good:

1) Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from speaking deceit. 
2) Depart from evil, and do good; 
3) Seek peace, and pursue it. 

Wow! It appears that what he has given us here 

is a formula--for living the good life.
[like in movie, Eat, Pray and Love)
And the best part is that we don’t even have to leave home to pursue it!

So, let’s unpack these and look at them one at a time:
1) If you desire life and want many days to enjoy good,

keep your tongue from evil 

and your lips from speaking deceit,




advises the psalmist.

We can be sure that this would include: 

being pure and honest 

in our speech



--taking care in everything we say to one another

Keeping our tongue from evil

would also surely include refusing to pass gossip along--even to one other person.  

It would include deleting all e-mail messages 

as soon as we realize that they are off-color. 


(think about it)
Next, the psalmist has something to teach us 

about speech: 

keep your lips from speaking deceit, he advises.
This has to do with honesty, and it would require stopping to think before we speak,



always asking ourselves: “What is my purpose in saying this?”
The Rotarians have developed a 4 Way Test 
that I am certain 

they would love for us to use as well.

Always ask yourself the following questions before speaking:

It is the truth? 

Is it fair to all concerned?
Will it build good will and better friendships?

Will it be beneficial to all concerned?

The story is told of a woman who called her cook aside one morning and said, “Tonight, when my beloved visits, I want you to cook the food that has the most pleasant taste in the whole world.”

     The cook quickly went to the market where he made his purchase. That night, after serving many appetizers, he announced, “The main dish tonight is tongue of pig.”

     The woman was most surprised at the cook’s choice and asked, “Why have you determined this to be the most pleasant taste in the world?”

     “When people love each other,” the cook replied, “their tongues say pleasant and loving things to each other. So is the tongue not the most pleasant thing in the whole world?”

     “You are not only a fine cook,” the woman said, “you are also a philosopher.”

     The next day the woman again approached the cook, “Last night my beloved and I found your choice most interesting. This evening we would like you to prepare the most unpleasant thing in the whole world.”

     Once again the cook made his way to the market to make a purchase. That evening he again served a variety of small dishes before announcing, “The main course this evening is tongue of pig.” When both the woman and her beloved expressed surprise at the choice, the cook explained, “When people hate each other their tongues say the most unpleasant things to each other. Is the tongue not the most unpleasant thing in the whole world?”

[an ancient Vietnamese folktale]      
So, Let us keep our tongues from evil and our lips from speaking deceit. 

This is what the psalmist has to teach 

us about what we say.
His  next piece of advice has to do with our actions—with what we do. 

Depart from evil, and do good; the psalmist teaches us.

and we know that this too is a choice.

It is the choice every person makes in that moment in each person’s life



when he or she first decides to do good
Some theologians say that this is the point at which conversion takes place.

And as we know,


conversion is not just a one time event.


It is a process.
Those who aim to become like Christ

 are converted many times throughout their lives.

For these, conversion is a life-long journey of continual transformation.

So how exactly does one enter into this process?
Well, for those who are serious 

about being formed into the image of Jesus Christ 
constant self-examination is required.
We must continually ask ourselves this very important question: 

“Will what I am about to do harm myself or someone else in any way?

--physically, emotionally, or spiritually?”

The best rule of thumb is this:


If there is any chance (at all) 

that it might do harm




we should not do it.

….for as we know,

when Jesus spoke of the little ones,



he wasn’t just referring to children.

He was referring to all who are vulnerable in this life
--particularly those who are weak or young in their faith.

As Jesus warned the crowds, he warns us:

"If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea...”  

So let us resolve right now 
to be people of God, 

those who 

depart from evil, and do good. 

And as we begin to live this way,

what we will soon discover 

that goodness and kindness are contagious!
As we see brought to light in this old American folktale:

A farmer was working in his field when… a stranger approached him.  The traveler asked, “What kind of people live in the next town?”

     Without pausing from his work the farmer replied, “What kind of people lived in the town you just left?”

     “They were horrible,” the traveler said waving his hand for emphasis.  “People were dishonest, selfish, and inconsiderate.”

     Looking up, the farmer shook his head, “I’m sorry to say that’s probably what you’ll find in this town, too.”

     The stranger moaned and walked away.

     Late in the same day another man happened down the same road.  When he saw the farmer he called out, “What kind of people live in this next town?”

     Without looking up the farmer returned with a question, “What kind of people lived in the town you just left?”

     “They were thoughtful, friendly, and kind,” the traveler beamed. “I hated to leave them.”

     The farmer put down his hoe, extended his hand and smiled.  “I’m pleased to say that is about how you’ll find folks here,” he said.

     The traveler returned the smile, shook the farmer’s hand and headed toward his new home.

Truly, 


the world would be a much better place



if everyone lived by the rule:




depart from evil and do good.  

And this brings us to the final part 

of the psalmist’s formula 

for having a good life:

Seek peace, and pursue it


he advises. 

Peace—a beautiful word!
--what is it, 
exactly?

Well, 

to those who live in an environment of conflict and chaos,



peace would simply be 

the absence of conflict.

But to us, there is more to the definition.

As a wise person once said


peace is more than the absence of conflict.

As we know, to be the kind of peacemakers Jesus calls us to be

we are required to work through conflict

in ways that help everyone win.
The bottom line is:

we can never have peace in the world 

until every person on the face of this earth 

has peace within his or her own heart.

This is the goal: perfect peace.
--peace that is not of this world.

And we know its source.

It comes from Jesus Christ himself,


The One who proclaimed

…my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. 

This is the peace of God, 

which surpasses all understanding, 

and it will guard our hearts and our minds 

through Christ Jesus. 

So let us
Seek peace, and pursue it in our lives.
If we make this our aim in life, we will have a good life


--a life we can enjoy even in the midst of troubles.

But that’s not all!

As we also know,


there is a life that is beyond


that which we experience 

in the here and now.
It is the life that we look forward to having in the hereafter


It is a life that will never end



--eternal and everlasting life.

Jesus promised us this life--when he said,

In My Father's house are many mansions ; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also. 

And so, 


let us keep our eyes on God at all times




--seeking his favor in everything we say and do
as we look forward to that better than good life 
that Jesus is preparing for us,

The following story ties it all together for us:
During the Middle Ages, a traveler once came upon a place in France where a great deal of building work was going on.  He began talking with the stone cutters and asking them about their work.

     He approached the first worker and asked, ‘What are you doing?’

     The man, very disgruntled, and obviously unhappy in his hard toil, replied, ‘I’m cutting these huge boulders with the simplest of tools and putting them together in the way I’ve been told to do.  I’m sweating in this heat and my back is hurting.  What’s more, I’m totally bored, and I wish I didn’t have to do this hard and meaningless job.’

     The traveler moved on quickly to interview a second worker.  He asked the same question: ‘What are you doing?’

     The worker replied, ‘Well, I have a wife and children at home, so I come here every morning and I work these boulders into regular shapes, as I’m told to do.  It gets repetitive sometimes, but it helps to feed my family, and that’s all I want.’

     Somewhat encouraged, the traveller went on to a third worker.  ‘And what are you doing?’ he asked. 

    The third worker responded, with shining eyes, as he pointed up to the heavens, ‘I’m building a cathedral!’

                                                  Source unknown  

So, let’s participate with Jesus in building our home in heaven 

by blessing the LORD at all times;
 let his praise continually be in our mouths. May our souls make their boast in the LORD; let the humble hear and be glad. O magnify the LORD with me, and let us exalt his name together.
And as we do our best to do these things,


 we can trust that God will make something beautiful 
of our lives.
Let us now sing the beautiful hymn by that name: 

“Something beautiful”

which can be found on page 394 

in our hymnal.

Benediction Prayer

Holy and creating God, your presence fills our lives and enlivens our senses. We give you thanks for rain sprinkling our dry land, for stars glistening in the midnight sky. Forgive us when we do not see your beauty daily, and appreciate you for the many ways you enter our lives.

Help us to hear your voice in the little ones, the children, the seniors, and the strangers among us. Enable us to share your gift of hospitality in a handshake, hug and holy kiss. 
Allow us to relish the smell and taste of new life, forgiveness, and grace, and make us fully alive so that we may spread your good news near and far. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. Go in peace.
