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Lessons: Psalm 1; John 17:6-19 

 Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the 
seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the LORD, and on this law they meditate day and night.  
 When I was at Yale, one of my favorite and best teachers was a woman named Bonnie 
Kittel. Bonnie was a Presbyterian and she taught Old Testament and I had the joy of sitting at her 
feet when she taught us about Deuteronomy in the fall of 1984. Bonnie made the words of 
Deuteronomy come alive. She was dealing with cancer that fall, and one day we arrived in class and 
found her sitting at the head of the table. We asked her how she was and she told us she’d spent 
that morning getting chemotherapy, and she had gotten angry with her doctor asking how much 
more of this treatment she had to endure. The doctor looked her in the eye and said he didn’t 
actually know, because honestly, they hadn’t thought she would survive this long. With that, 
Bonnie’s face broke into an enormous grin, and she said: “You know, right now for me, being alive 
is as earth shattering an event as the Exodus must have been for the Israelites. I have a new saying: 
Alive in ’85! Now let’s read Deuteronomy.” 
 Bonnie also talked to us about her involvement with civil rights marches and anti-war marches 
in her younger days. She told us that she always carried her Hebrew Bible with her on those marches 
as a reminder of why she was doing what she was doing. Other people, she said, burned out when the 
world did not change as they had hoped or when they found the work harder than they had expected. 
People didn’t always understand why she carried her bible, but she said it gave her the perspective to 
keep on going especially when the going was hard. That book for her was the source of real joy. From 
its pages she heard her call go out and share God’s vision for the world. Happy are those who do not follow 
the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law 
of the LORD, and on this law they meditate day and night. 
 If you want to discover true joy, then pour over God’s word. John Holbert writes, to take the 
law of the Lord, or Torah, seriously, “to ponder its wonders, to muse over its beauties, is the path to 
blessed happiness.” The law of the Lord, or Torah, is not just laws, but means “the sum total of all of 
the gifts God offered to Israel in what became the Bible: laws, poems, stories, wisdom, covenants, and 
rituals. To delight in Torah, to ponder Torah, is to swim in the vast ocean of God’s love of and 
commands for God’s people. To meditate on Torah leads one to the prophets and their call for justice 
for all people, their demand for righteousness in all things. To muse on Torah leads one to the stories 
of Genesis, to God’s choice of the flawed Abraham and Sarah, to the wily Jacob and Rebekah, to the 
arrogant Joseph. To ponder Torah is to read of the reluctant Moses, the charismatic and murderous 
David, the heroic Job who discovered a God he thought he knew but did not. Those who delight in 
Torah, who love it, who revel in it, have no time for or interest in wickedness or sinning or scoffing. 
 “Torah lovers are like stately perennial trees that can be trusted to bear fruit when they are 
expected to do so, and whose leaves are ever green. They prosper in their work, because they are 
happy and blessed.”1 If you want to know true joy, deep seated joy that will stand the test of time, 
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then steep yourself in the stories and poems and songs and challenges that are to be found in our holy 
scripture, in so doing you will come closer to God. 
 Much of the church today suffers from what might be called biblical illiteracy. Too many 
people don’t read much Scripture. When my brother was born, our great uncle Theodore sent a 
telegram to my parents, quoting from Luke’s gospel: “Is this he who is to come or shall we look for 
another?” You couldn’t do that today. People wouldn’t get it. The result is that we are missing a deep-
seated joy that God desires for us.  
 When Jesus prays for his followers in the gospel lesson today, he prays that they might have 
his joy complete in them. I have given them your word, he says. That’s one of the ways to discover 
true joy: pour over God’s word. You might follow the example of the folk singer Lead Belly who used 
to say that he read the Bible “from Generous to Revolutions.” If you want to know the joy of getting 
closer to God, find the time to delight in God’s word, to meditate on it day and night. 

You could start by reading through the main gospel for this year, which is the gospel of Mark. 
Some of us have been doing that over the last months in our Tuesday morning Bible Study. You can 
actually read Mark in one sitting. Or you could look at the daily lectionary, which you can find online 
and start there. Or just read the lessons that are assigned for next Sunday which are now included in 
our Wednesday email newsletter. When I was seven years old, my grandfather gave me a Bible and 
wrote on one of the front pages: “Read specially the books that tell about the life of Jesus. They will 
help you to be his loyal friend and a fine helper of people always.” Read the stories about Jesus. Or 
you could read the Psalms or the great story of loyalty and love that is found in Ruth or the challenge 
to stand up for your own people that is found in Esther. Read the prophets and be challenged to work 
for justice. Read the Song of Songs and discover that God thinks bodies are wonderful. Read Job and 
find that suffering doesn’t mean you’re being punished for wrongdoing. Read Genesis and remember 
that you are made in the image of God. If you want to know what God looks like, then look in the 
mirror and look around. Or maybe choose a verse or a passage to memorize. You could be like the 
basketball player Stephen Curry who has a Bible verse on his sneakers: Philippians 4:13. He used to 
write it with a Sharpie and now it is printed there by the shoe manufacturer. That verse says ‘I can do 
all things through Christ who strengthens me.’ Curry says it’s his mantra, how he gets up for games 
and why he plays the way he does. And I know for a fact that the first Bible verse certain teenage boys 
ever memorized was Philippians 4:13 because they loved watching Curry play basketball. 

Ben Weir was a Presbyterian Missionary in Lebanon who was taken hostage there in the middle 
1980s. Much of that time he was held in solitary confinement, chained to a radiator. Everything was 
taken from him, except I remember him saying that they couldn’t take his Bible away, because he had 
it here in his heart and in his mind. He spent time reciting those passages he had memorized and that 
helped him maintain his strength during that impossible time. Those passages provided the joy that 
God desires for us all. 

If you don’t have a Bible, let me know. We can get you one. If you want to experience the joy 
God desires for you, start by reading our Scriptures and look out for where that might lead.  

Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the 
seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the LORD, and on this law they meditate day and night.  

 
Let us pray: Blessed Lord, who caused all holy scriptures to be written for our learning: Grant us so 
to hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold fast the 
blessed hope of everlasting life, which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. 


