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Texts from the NRSV Bible. Suggested in Un giorno una parola lectionary.

Giovanni Pistone PL

Psalm 139:1-18
To the leader. Of David. A Psalm.

1O Lord, you have searched me and known me.
2You know when I sit down and when I rise up;

you discern my thoughts from far away.
3You search out my path and my lying down

and are acquainted with all my ways.
4Even before a word is on my tongue,

O Lord, you know it completely.
5You hem me in, behind and before,

and lay your hand upon me.
6Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;

it is so high that I cannot attain it.

7Where can I go from your spirit?
Or where can I flee from your presence?

8If I ascend to heaven, you are there;
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.

9If I take the wings of the morning
and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,

10even there your hand shall lead me,
and your right hand shall hold me fast.

11If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,
and night wraps itself around me,”b

12even the darkness is not dark to you;
the night is as bright as the day,
for darkness is as light to you.

13For it was you who formed my inward parts;
you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

14I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
Wonderful are your works;

that I know very well.
15 My frame was not hidden from you,
when I was being made in secret,

intricately woven in the depths of the earth.
16Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.
In your book were written
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all the days that were formed for me,
when none of them as yet existed.

17How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God!
How vast is the sum of them!

18I try to count them—they are more than the sand;
I come to the end—I am still with you.

Deuteronomy 7:6-12
6For you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you out of all the
peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession.
7“It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the Lord set his heart
on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples. 8It was because the Lord loved
you and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors that the Lord has brought you out with
a mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of
Egypt. 9Know, therefore, that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who maintains covenant
loyalty with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, 10and
who repays in their own person those who reject him. He does not delay but repays in their own
person those who reject him. 11Therefore, observe diligently the commandment—the statutes and
the ordinances—that I am commanding you today.
12“If you heed these ordinances by diligently observing them, the Lord your God will maintain
with you the covenant loyalty that he swore to your ancestors;

Sermon: The Covenant
The two texts suggested by the lectionary are both from the Old Testament. They are chosen
with intention; hence, they share many characteristics, as they should. They are both about
the relationship with God. The Psalm’s’s is about the revelation of God’s presence to the
believer. The text from Deuteronomy is about the relationship of God with His people, that is,
the Covenant. There is also a literary similarity, introduced by the editors’ choice about how
to cut the part of the text to present. Precisely, in both cases, the editors have managed to
hide the more contentious parts of the text at first sight. Of course, the intention was not to
actually hide something, which would be impossible, but to invite the reader and the preacher to
non-contentious interpretation.

Psalm’s verses 1 to 18 are presented in a beautifully poetic English translation. They represent
the believer (in the person of King David) experiencing the universal presence of God, without
limit of space and time. In particular, note the passage about the human embryo being “knit”
in a wonderful way beyond the will and the understanding of anybody. It is a sort of mystical
experience that somehow connects with Peter’s conversion and calling we had last Sunday in
Luke 5:1-11. In the liturgical setting, in a holy time and place, it is possible to have an experience
of mimesis just by hearing the reading, without any further contribution from the preacher. Just
experience it.

(Read again.)

We should note that verses 17-18 are the height of exposition. They also represent the transition
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to the second part. In fact, commentators remark that another translation is possible. For
example, the New King James Version (NKJV) says
17How precious also are Your thoughts to me, O God!
How great is the sum of them!
18If I should count them, they would be more in number than the sand;
When I awake, I am still with You.

The key Hebrew word is יתִצֹיקִהֱ (hekitzoti), which can be interpreted as “come to the end,” or
“finish,” or “exhaust”, or can be taken literally to mean “I awoke” or “when I awake”

In this literal reading, the vision of God is a dream, as in many other episodes, because God’s
presence is impossible to experience in ordinary life. What we experience in daylight time is
conflict: Here are the verses that abruptly follow our text:
19O that you would kill the wicked, O God,
and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me—

20those who speak of you maliciously
and lift themselves up against you for evil!

Yes, the ancient poet asks the same question we ask: “You created me and follow me incessantly;
I know.” Now, what about the evil around me? Should I fight it? Am I part of it? Amen, amen,
halleluya.

The text from Deuteronomy is part of a sequence of preaching to the people of Israel. In literary
fiction, Moses is instructing the people after they have successfully fled from Egypt and have
already received the Sinai Law. Both are acts of the Lord’s providence. It is a peculiar teaching,
quite different from the common modern thought.

Freedom for Israel comes from the Lord calling Moses from the burning bush to go and confront
Pharaoh. Ensuring success by opening the way to flee across the Red Sea. And giving a Law
such that a fleeing horde can become a nation. This is the Covenant proposed to Israel: either
respect the Covenant or forfeit the prize, the Land.

It is an interesting and relevant debate, both in politics and in theology. In a modern state, does
freedom come from the law, or do both freedom and the law come from God? In the first case,
where does the law come from? Interestingly, in Italy, this is a common political debate. The
Roman Church holds that there is a natural law, applied to mankind as such, grounded in Nature,
not explicitly dependent on belief in God, even if God is the origin of everything. The Christian
community, that is, the Church, promotes natural law and improves upon it by practicing love to
save souls. Politics usually claims that the law is not God-given but depends on convenience and
power. Reformed churches usually claim that freedom and law depend on legitimate magisteria,
and, in turn, legitimacy depends on God.

In the Middle East, this debate is actually a war. Let us pray for peace.
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