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Psalm 26:1-8, Matthew 16:21-28
“Ask and it will be given to you. Seek and you will find. Knock and the door will be opened
unto you.” - Matthew 7:7 Good morning beloved Children of God.

We recently renewed the lease to the complex where we live, but increased our square footage,
moving to an apartment one floor down with enough to accommodate for a home office and an
extra bathroom. It’s been a process as it always is in moving, adjusting and placing things where
| want them. This past week the goal was to hang the art, so now in the kitchen hangs a metal
sign from a coffee shop. It’s just about the only piece of art that has wording. | just never got on
the bandwagon of putting instructions in my home décor. You enter a bathroom, “Flush, Wash,
Brush”. Then there’s the infamous, “Live, Laugh, Love”.

Some of us may have art or words that are a bit more spiritual in nature. Hanging in the kitchen
during my teen years was the famous serenity prayer, God, grant me the serenity to accept the
things | cannot change, the courage to change the things | can, and the wisdom to know the
difference.” This prayer was a favorite of my great grandfather who was an ardent friend of Bill
W. | know another woman of faith | dearly cherish who has been in recovery from breast cancer
for many years, and throughout her home is the verse, “I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me” from Philippians 4:13. These are signs and symbol of God’s strength in her
journey to healing. Growing up there was a poem hanging in my bedroom, it has been a classic
of home décor, some of you undoubtedly have read on the cover of a funeral bulletin, or a
greeting card, perhaps a bookmark or coffee mug, the Footprints Poem.

One night | dreamed | was walking
along the beach with the Lord.

Many scenes from my life flashed across the sky.
In each scene | noticed footprints in the sand.
Sometimes there were two sets of footprints,
other times there were one set of footprints.

This bothered me because | noticed that
during the low periods of my life, when | was
suffering from anguish, sorrow or defeat,
| could see only one set of footprints.

So | said to the Lord, ”You promised me
Lord, that if | followed you,
you would walk with me always.
But | have noticed that during the most trying periods
of my life there have only been
one set of footprints in the sand.



Why, when | needed you most,
you have not been there for me?”
The Lord replied,

“The times when you have
seen only one set of footprints,
is when | carried you.”?

| recall times in my life when in the midst of difficulty the prayer and the poem were signs and
symbols | clung to, that reminded me of the closeness of God. We need signs, symbols, things to
remember about the closeness of God. God is immediate, as close as our very breath, but in our
own humanity the visual image, the memory, having these signs and symbols close give us
reminders of our spiritual reality.

Although the written text of the Psalms are something physically visible, the singing of them and
the joining together in worship in the primary location most likely impacted those gathered
mostly in sound. | too imagine the smoke from the sacrifices, the smell of dirt in the days of tent
meetings. The Psalm this morning arguably was part of a worship setting, an opening of worship
where the person is declaring their vindication from enemies and proclaiming thanksgiving.
Although the Psalmist is talking about great challenges and pain, they commit themselves to do
good, to surround themselves with goodness, their desire to dwell with God. Psalm 26 is a good
example of the orientation, disorientation, and reorientation together. The writer has a sense of
the goodness of God from the beginning. They’ve been through challenging times on their own,
and since they’ve seen a thing or two, they know to dedicate themselves to the spiritual walk
with the Lord, in verse 11, “But as for me, | walk in my integrity; redeem me, and be gracious to
me. My foot stands on level ground; in the great congregation | will bless the Lord.”

We have signs and symbols in this sacred space, two of which on our altar I'd like to highlight
this morning, on the left and on the right of our altar you’ll see two winged creatures, to the left
a pelican tearing apart her breast to get her own self to feed her young, who hunger below her.
There’s a little booklet entitled “The Symbolism of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church” where it details
the image, “A legend says a pelican in a time of famine will give its own life blood for her babies
that they might live. In doing so, the mother bird dies.” This reminds us of Christ’s sacrificial
death on the cross . Then on the right, you’ll see a different bird, triumphantly rising from the
flames below. “The Phoenix arises from the ashes...out of the ashes it arises to live another 500
years.” These two birds are Christological in nature, teaching us of the life of Jesus Christ who in
Matthew’s Gospel this morning invites the disciples to “Take up their cross” and whoever wants
to, “save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”2 The cross
itself, echoing throughout our worship space is a symbol and a sign that reminds us of the
closeness of God as well as the calling. With the exception of Lent, these crosses are empty

1 https://thebottomofabottle.wordpress.com/2013/03/23/footprints-in-the-sand-by-mary-
stevenson/

2 Matthew 16:24a, 25



pointing to the sign of the resurrection while simultaneously also reminding ourselves of the
inevitability of evil and death which comes before the resurrection.

| pray that no matter what season you are facing in this life— if you find yourself getting the
building blocks together and orienting yourself to the trustworthiness of God— or if you find
yourself in the midst of deconstruction reorienting yourself in the midst of death, dying,
mourning and pain, or whether you have heard the clarion call of new life and resurrection,
living into the life abundant that Jesus calls us to that of all these things you would watch the
signs, remember, and renew | the light of this Spiritual reality of God’s closeness and being with
us during new moments, during challenges, during triumph.

“God assumes different roles in these conversations. At times God is the guarantor of the old
equilibrium. At other times God is a harbinger of the new justice to be established. At times also
God is in the disorientation, being sovereign in ways that do not strike us as adequate. We might
wish for a God removed from such a dynamic, for a spirituality not so inclined to conflict. But
the Psalms reject such a way with God as false... On this the Psalter insists passionately,
vigorously, and boldly.”3

| pray you not only notice the signs and symbols of the invisible God, but you become the
symbols themselves, of resurrection and new life. Amen.

3 Spirituality of the Psalms. Walter Brueggemann Fortress Press (74)



