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Songs of ascent. They are songs for the journey up to Jerusalem that they would make three
times a year. Feast of Passover in the spring. Feast of Pentecost in early summer. Feast of
Tabernacles in autumn. They went to worship and as they went, they were called to remember.
Remember the good things God had done. Remember the giants they’d faced and slayed.
Remember the ways God had changed them in the process.

In describing this process of climbing up to Jerusalem, together, Eugene Peterson borrows from
Nietzsche a quote that | love:

The essential thing “in heaven and earth’ is...that there should be long obedience in the same
direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, soothing which has
made life worth living. -Friederich Nietzsche

A long obedience in the same direction. Traveling the same trail over. Not a trail to nowhere...a
trail to Jerusalem. Jerusalem signified a few distinct things for the children of Israel and | think
these things will make sense and matter to us as we read the songs of ascent:

It represents safety.

It represents the rule and reign of God alone.
It represents shalom.

It represents joy.

Psalm 48 calls Jerusalem the joy of the whole earth.My husband travels often for business and
we still like to think of ourselves as newlyweds so we both hate it when he’s gone. But this week
his travels took him right into the path of Hurricane Helene. He left me a voice text one day and
said, “l am so ready to come home to you and Piper.” And yes. | felt the very same. Not



everyone would think getting to our house was the joy of the whole earth...but it is the joy of
OUR whole earth because it's home.

The people of Israel are moving toward home. Toward settledness and abundance and joy.
And isn’t that what we’re all trying to move toward in our lives as well? Aren’t we working to
move toward safety, toward the rule and reign of God in our lives, toward peace and toward joy?
The climb is the in-between. Where we’ve been and where we’re headed. It's the journey
between the trapeze we let go of and the one we’ve yet to grab hold of.

If the songs of ascent are to be believed, then that journey will require a long obedience in the
same direction. Steady faithfulness. A refusal to jump off the path when the traveling gets long
and hard. A resistance to ditching community and going it alone. This is how we get to joy, to
hope, to home.

Eugene Peterson said this: One aspect of the world that | have been able to identify as harmful
to Christians is the assumption that anything worthwhile can be acquired at once. Yes. This is
HARMING us. This get-rich-quick, grow a crowd, build a platform, use the Clif’s notes,
microwave it culture is not producing lives that can handle the weight of what is built on top of
them. There is beauty in the process. There is building in the process. The process is essential.

Pslam 126 is one of my favorite of the songs of ascent. | read it often when | feel tired of
traveling. When hope seems dim or my legs feel weak, Psalm 126 has been my fight song, my
anthem, my metronome for the road through life and marriage and children and death and loss
and love for the past fifty years. It has traveled with me through the valley of the shadow of
death. | am telling you: This song holds up. Its’s made of sturdy stuff.

1When the Lord restored the fortunes of a Zion,
we were like those who dreamed.

20ur mouths were filled with laughter,

our tongues with songs of joy.

Then it was said among the nations,

“The Lord has done great things for them.”
3The Lord has done great things for us,
and we are filled with joy.

4Restore our fortunes, ¢ Lord,

like streams in the Negev.

5Those who sow with tears

will reap with songs of joy.

6Those who go out weeping,

carrying seed to sow,

will return with songs of joy,

carrying sheaves with them. Psalm 126
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This psalm is divided into two halves. The first half is celebration the second have is
supplication - and urgent appeal for a repeat of what God did before. Verses 1-3 and verses
4-6.

First, we see the people are singing of something beautiful that has already happened.

When the Lord restored our fortunes, we were like those who dreamed. Our mouths were filled
with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy. Psalm 126:1-2

The psalmist here is describing a miraculous national deliverance. That word “fortunes” is often
also translated “captivity.” When the Lord restored our captivity which is an interesting way to
say - when the Lord set us free, we were like those who DREAMED. We don’t know exactly
what event this song is referring to but many believe it's when the children of Israel were
allowed to leave Babylon in 538 BC (led by Zerubbabel/50K) which makes scholars speculate
that the author of this psalm may have been Ezra. Regardless of what event the author is
describing, this sentence jumps right off the page to me and into my current world. The
hopelessness all around us sometimes makes the idea of seeing our country filled with shalom,
with laughter, with songs of joy - seem like a dream. | think that’s why this is such an important
part of this song. They are singing what God HAS done for them before they ask Him to do it
again. They are remembering and rehearsing. They are basking in the joy of the past.
Sometimes | have to do this, too. | have to rehearse and rehash God’s good resume in my life.
It does two things: 1) It makes me feel better. (Science - the happiness doubler) 2) It keeps my
feet on the path toward Jerusalem. Joy builds on the past AND it borrows from the future. Why
do you get a thrill in your heart when you see the first Christmas decorations? Because you are
borrowing from what you know to have been true of Christmas to give you joy for the Christmas
to come. That's what makes you get those decorations out one more time. String up the lights
even though one is gonna go out and you’ll have to hunt it down to replace it. You buy the gift
because you remember your kids faces when they opened them last year. You're borrowing



from that past joy to give you motivation to keep going toward joy...that's what the children of
Israel are doing here.

The psalmist says, “

Our mouths were filled with laughter,

our tongues with songs of joy.

Then it was said among the nations,

“The Lord has done great things for them.”

Whatever God has done for them here is so big that even other nations can see it and are
giving God credit for it. Maybe it's that they have physically left their captivity, maybe it’s just the
idea of watching people be actually, truly and totally happy. Watching people SING for joy -
probably makes them wish they were one of them! | wonder about the joy level in the church
today. |read a quote about an austere presbyterian elder that said, “He was entirely unselfish,
and in his long life he never committed a pleasure.” | don’t know if HAPPY would be the first
word people who do not attend church would use to describe it. But what if that could be true of
us? | would argue that it SHOULD be true of us. We serve the God who is the joy of the whole
earth. Let us be the loudest singers if we’re not the best. Let’s be the happiest, kindest, most
fun people because what do we have to lose? If it's a long obedience, it might as well be a
happy one. Perhaps then people would look and say, “Look at how good their God is.”

The second half of the psalm turns a corner into supplication. Now they are asking the God who
has given them joy to do it again.

Restore our fortunes, ¢ Lord,

like streams in the Negev.

Those who sow with tears

will reap with songs of joy.

Those who go out weeping,

carrying seed to sow,

will return with songs of joy,

carrying sheaves with them. Psalm 126

Restore our fortunes - this phrase is repeated here because the author wants the singer to
understand that we are asking God for the very same thing He did before. Knowing what God
has done is creating a permission structure for them to ask Him to do it again.

Like streams in the Negev - this is an arid region in the southern part of Israel. It is dry.
Nothing grows there without rain. But when the rain comes it fills the gulches - whoosh - and
suddenly, there is blossoming. Suddenly, it's spring. The people of God are singing this on the
way to Jerusalem, the joy of the whole earth: Send the rain. Send the rain. Send the rain that
will water the seeds.



This part of the song has a beautiful triad of thoughts that connect negative moments to positive
outcomes.

Sow....reap
Weep...shouts of joy
Go out...come home

Those who sow with tears...will reap with joy. Those who carry their seed weeping. It's so
emotive. Egyptians believed that the god of fertility died during the season of planting and was
resurrected during the harvest. In many ways, ancient tradition seems to have created an
association of sowing with grief and of joy with harvest.

But what | want us to remember is that the sowing and sorrow and weeping and laughing is all
happening within the very same people. The work is real and the reaping is real. The sorrow is
real and the laughter is real. These things all coexist within our very same hearts.

Sometimes we want a God that keeps us safe from ever having to cry tears, but we have a God
who instead, honors them with such fervor that David said, “he gathers each one in His bottle.”
Perhaps the tears we weep help to water the ground for sowing. All | know is that our lives will
be the home to both, sadness and singing, despair and dancing. And in the middle...there is
Yahweh. The joy of the whole earth. Presiding over the journey. Leading us toward His will.
Teaching us his way, as we sing. As we weep. As we rehearse what He has done and what He
will yet do.

What we do: Keep moving together toward His presence and obey whatever He says along the
way.

What He does: Everything else.
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