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Psalm 19

If you have observed children you will know that they come in various forms. When you tell children what the rules are some will without question keep them. They are very compliant and get very worried if they have done something wrong. Other children will question and argue with you over the reasonableness of your rules. If they get a satisfactory answer they may come round to accepting the deal.  Then there are the children who no matter what you say they will do the complete opposite. The only rules they seem to have are their own.

A mother had had a particularly trying day with her young son. Finally, she flung up her hands and shouted, ‘All right Billy. Do anything you please! Now let me see you disobey that!’

One of the popular criticisms I get from people objecting to the church and the Christina Faith, is that they perceive it to be all about rules, stifling one’s freedom and ability to enjoy life. It is seen as anti body anti sex, anti life and all that this world has with its delights and pleasures. The Welsh priest and poet R S Thomas put it powerfully when he wrote:

Protestantism – the adroit castrator of art; the bitter negation of song and dance and the heart’s innocent joy – you have botched our flesh and left us only the soul’s terrible impotence in a warm world.

Christianity in the past has too often been distorted into a world denying, anti life mentality and law based religion. One of the reasons for that development was the rampant ego of humanity; the self drawing attention to itself, imposing its will on others and doing whatever it pleases, thus causing chaos and destruction in its wake. 
So for example in the aftermath of the financial crisis there is great cry for greater regulation and tightening up the laws on the financial institutions to stop all this happening again: Freedom has gone too far.

An expert has warned that the growing expectation placed on schools and parents to boost pupils' self-esteem is breeding a generation of narcissists, Dr Carol Craig said children were being over-praised and were developing an "all about me" mentality. 

She said teachers increasingly faced complaints from parents if their child failed a spelling test or did not get a good part in the school pantomime. She said an obsession with boosting children's self-esteem was encouraging a narcissistic generation who focussed on themselves and felt "entitled". "Narcissists make terrible relationship partners, parents and employees. It's not a positive characteristic. We are in danger of encouraging this," she said. "Parents no longer want to hear if their children have done anything wrong. This is the downside of the self-esteem agenda. "I'm not saying it's of no value… but you get unintentional consequences." 
Our Psalm today praises the law. Psalm 19 is one of a group of psalms known as “Torah psalms,” songs in praise of God, the creator and lawgiver. The broader concept of Torah (literally means, teaching or guidance) includes the whole content of God’s revelation. Through the stories of Israel’s ancestors in the faith and the writings of prophets and historians, God’s nature and purposes are made known in Torah.
Through Torah Israel learns how to live in the covenant relationship with God. The term implies not a legalistic adherence to a set of principles, but rather life in an ongoing relationship, as suggested by the term “teaching.” Psalm 19 uses several terms for the Law – decrees, precepts, commandments, ordinances – to remind us that the Law is rich and varied. 

The psalm begins with a riddle – what tells of God’s glory without saying a word? The creation shows us who God is and what God wants us to be. The sun is not a god, as in some other religions, but points us to God the creator. The order of creation is

Unchanging – the sun rises and sets reliably each day.
The thought of order in the creation and the law which order presupposes, moves the mind naturally to order in the moral world. We will sing, in a moment, the hymn Dear Lord and Father of Mankind which has the line 
‘Let our ordered lives confess the beauty of thy peace’

Whittier’s poem, The Brewing of Soma, of which the last few verses form this well known hymn’ and of which the first 19 verses are seldom quoted, was a protest against the disorders of a drug culture in the 19th century.  This moral Victorian was reacting against the chaotic lifestyles around him that where getting destroyed by alcohol and opium. The Christian acknowledges the need for discipline and order so that life could be truly blessed and at peace.

So God’s law is certain and everlasting. Just as there is nothing hidden from the sun, so the law illuminates and reveals. The law is life-giving. The psalmist describes God’s law as sweeter than honey, and says that “in keeping them there is great reward.” What sort of reward might this be? The psalmist is not thinking of wealth and possessions, nor life free from trouble. It is more a description of how, when a person honours God’s law, he or she deepens and strengthens relationship with God, who gives life and wholeness.
Law should provide benchmarks, enabling us to live together without too much squabbling. Perhaps we could go further and see them as safety regulations for handling dangerous materials. The safety regulations connected with a nuclear power station are absolutely vital. Our basic human drives can also be highly dangerous. We are not weak anaemic beings: we are impelled by a number of powerful drives which, if unchecked, can destroy both others and ourselves. It is in this light that we should see say the Ten Commandments including those against murdering other people, committing adultery, stealing and lying.
Within the Ten Commandments there are ones which are of a specifically religious, rather than a moral character – for example the first one – that there is only one God and that we shouldn’t worship idols.
Here again is something fundamental to human wellbeing. For as human beings we are created with a capacity to give our all to something, whether it is a football team, our country, political ideology or God. 
Idolatry, strictly speaking, is to treat as ultimate that which is less than ultimate. There may not be very much worshipping of sticks and stones today but there is a great deal of giving allegiance to things finite rather than infinite reality. Perhaps Jesus cleansing the temple should be read in that way. The money changers were more interested in making money and exploiting the poor, than they were in the worship of God and leading ordered disciplined lives. So Jesus rearranges the furniture.

If there is one true God, the ground of our being and the goal of our longing, then clearly a right relationship with this reality is fundamental to human wellbeing and happiness. If we are giving our total loyalty to something less than this then everything gets distorted.

It is life with which Christianity is concerned, true life, authentic life, the life which is wellbeing for others as well as ourselves. The negatives are only in there in order to ensure that the raw energy that drives us is channelled in appropriate ways.
God is by definition the most interesting reality there is. Religion, properly grasped, opens us up to the wondrous reality of things. The fact is that all of us, Christian and non-Christian alike, tend to stumble through life only half aware. Truly religious people will have an extraordinary zest for life, an interest in things, and will themselves be life enhancing for others.
We all want tot wake up n the morning and when we have banished sleepiness, want the day ahead to be worthwhile and enjoyable. We want to feel that it is good to be alive, that despite everything, then world is a beautiful and wonderful place; that even in the humdrum tasks of everyday life good things can be achieved. We al want life with a capital L rather than mere existence. The psalmist is trying to express that. Being aware of creation and the wonders and beauty of God’s order in the world and God’s wonder and ordering our life.
Some Christians have a rule of life as an aid to self-discipline and a means to shape various parts of our life and lifestyle so that we live in a manner more in keeping with our Christian faith and we make sure that things that enable, encourage or resource our spiritual growth are a regular part of how we live. 
If you do something for Lent, that is in a way a spiritual rule you have adopted – which you believe will be good for you.

A rule of life is a means for making sure that decisions we take before God are given practical and concrete expression a rule of life, if undertaken rightly, is a means for converting living into praying. We might even think of it as the basis for lifestyle prayer.
Many rules for life start out as a kind of checklist for different facets of our lives, including various categories of spiritual practice. The best are fairly whole life orientated. For example, the Community of Aidan and Hilda asks people to consider the following areas as they discuss their rule of life. It’s a good, comprehensive list and so can stand as an example of good

practice in way-making:

Life-long learning

Spiritual journey

Rhythm of prayer, work and recreation

Simplicity of life

Initiatives in intercession

Care for creation

Healing fragmented people and communities

Openness to God’s Spirit

Unity

Mission
Here are some examples of how the areas might be fleshed out. Under the heading “life-long learning,” a community member might have committed themselves to joining a local college course each year and to a programme of reading on particular topics. Under “rhythm of prayer” they might have agreed

with their soul-friend to go through a prayer office each day on the train to work and to keep Saturday strictly as a day off. Under “care for creation” they might have agreed to make sure they compost their kitchen waste, fit low-power light bulbs, and put timers on their TV plugs so that even if on stand-by they are turned off while people are asleep. And so on.
We should also be wary of the danger of having rules, particularly if they are shared. It is all too easy for us to find that over time the devices, systems, and good ideas we put in place to help us to serve God and neighbour, can become ends in themselves so that we serve them rather than having them serve our purposes and welfare under God. Subtly and slowly the rule that we make to keep us from an occasion of sin becomes absolute and somehow divorced from its original purpose and also becomes a marker of the kind of proper and serious attitude that a congregation or denomination wants to make normal. From there it is an easy slide into judging people for not committing themselves to that rule and to judging outsiders as somehow beyond redemption or close to being beyond it.

Rules or ways of life must be held provisionally, reviewed often and revised as needed. They must not become an occasion for judging others and they must not become a means of attempted self-righteousness. It is important as part of any rule to build in revision time and some means of accountability to another

Christian who has a degree of wisdom and compassion about such things. For many people this is a major area of their discussions with a spiritual director, soul friend or spiritual-life coach.
When we fall short in honouring God’s law, the psalmist reminds us to pray for God’s forgiveness because God is our “rock” and “redeemer.” The word redeemer is a kinship word – God is in close relationship with us and can deliver us from the difficult

circumstances that are the consequences of not following in God’s ways.
This psalm, like many others, is not only for individual reflection, but is meant to be recited in worship. It closes with a prayer that recitation of the psalm will be an acceptable worship offering to God.
Author C. S. Lewis described God’s law as “luminous, severe, disinfectant, exultant.” God’s law is certain and everlasting, instructing us in life-giving ways. The law is God’s sweet word that enlightens us and calls us to account, leading us to be what God has created us to be. It enables us to live together in community, set apart as God’s people
