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“The Way of the Righteous” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Psalm 1 and Luke 6:17-26 

F E B R U A R Y  1 7 ,  2 0 1 9  

What makes for a happy life?  Think 
about that question for a minute if you 
would.  If someone was looking to you for 
wisdom, and interviewed you and asked 
"What makes a person happy?" how would 
you respond? 

The Psalms are kind of like a justice 
choir songbook – words of wisdom that can 
be repeated and memorized and that can 
give direction and guidance and support to 
people like us who are trying to live moral 
and righteous lives in a world that is sure to 
bring challenges.  And in this first of what 
will be one hundred and fifty Psalms, is the 
word “happy.”  "Happy are those who . . ." 
the Psalmist begins.  Do you have an answer 
about what makes for a happy life?  
Whether you are or are not, sometimes it is 
easier to imagine how others might answer 
that question.  

Imagine you are an ad-maker, and 
you have been given a contract to produce a 
Super Bowl Ad.  This is the biggie – it might 
become the highlight of your portfolio.  And 
the company that has retained you has given 

you great latitude – pitch their product, of 
course – but their only guidance – show 
people who are happy, using their product.  
Who will you show?  How do you convey 
that they are happy?  And what products 
make people happier? 

Or you are a “wealth advisor” 
working with people who are approaching 
the age of retirement.  Five to ten years 
away, so still time to do financial things.  
How do you help people imagine what it 
might mean for them to be happy?   

Now travel into a classroom, and 
forward three months.  It’s mid-May and 
birds are singing and the sun is shining and 
across from the school is a playground.  And 
you are a teacher working with these 7th 
graders, trying to hold their attention, trying 
to make a subject matter come alive.  And a 
student says can’t we just go outside and be 
happy? 

Happy are those, the Psalmist begins, 
and then the Psalmist says the ones who are 
happy do not engage in any of three 
behaviors.  Three behavioral traps, if you 
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wish, that are seductive and prevalent.  
"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." 

Happy are those who do not follow 
the advice of the wicked.  And here, it seems 
like it might be so easy to pick out who is 
wicked.  Think the wicked witch of the west.  
No real disguise there.  We see her and 
think, "wicked."  Voldemort in the Harry 
Potter books, with his sidekick Nagini the 
snake.  When he spins around in his chair, 
we see his face and it is clear, wicked.  But 
then it usually is not so easy.  And we think 
back to our Super Bowl ad maker, the 
wealth advisor, the teacher, and hope that 
the advice they give is not wicked, not 
misleading, not intentionally off the mark 
from what is true happiness and the best to 
which humans should aspire. 

Happy are those who do not take the 
path that sinners tread.  The psalmist says.  
And that can be hard.  It doesn't take too 
many people walking through the woods to 
create a trail.  A few people take the path 
that sinners tread and suddenly it looks like 
that is the obvious path, the main path.  "But 
everyone else is doing it," parents hear that 
phrase all the time.  And it may be true.  But 
happy are those who do not take the path 
that sinners tread.  But I took the path less 
traveled, the poet Robert Frost wrote, and for 
me, that has made all the difference.  To be 
intentional and reflective.  To ask questions.  
To not take the easy way out - even if you 
can say I was just following along!   

And third in this list is perhaps my 
favorite.  Happy is those who do not "sit in 
the seat of scoffers."  What great alliteration.  
Sit in the seat of scoffers.  And I think of 

Statler and Waldorf, the two elderly muppets 
who sat in the best balcony seats and then 
did nothing but jeer the entire cast and 
heckle them and think they were so funny 
(and they were).  But they were funny 
because it is too easy to sit in the balcony 
and jeer and be a bystander, and find ways 
to criticize anything and everything.  It is 
easy to be a scoffer.  I think that in looking 
at politics these days.  It is easy to be a 
bystander and criticize things.  It's too easy to 
look at big problems like gun violence or 
climate change and then do nothing more 
than critique and make fun of the solutions 
that others suggest.  To care about a 
problem, but then spend your energy poking 
holes in the attempts of others to fix that 
problem.  To be a skeptic, a scoffer, instead 
of getting into the arena and working for 
change.  Happy are those who do not sit in 
the seat of scoffers.  It may be easier, it may 
make you feel good for a moment, but it 
does not lead to genuine happiness or 
satisfaction. 

Happy are those who do not follow 
these three behaviors, but instead, the 
Psalmist rushes on, “their delight is in the 
law of the Lord, and on God's law they 
meditate day and night.”  And then the 
Psalmist uses an image that I love.  “They 
are like trees, planted by streams of water.” 

Can you picture a tree that you find 
beautiful?  Imagine their root structures, 
going deep into the ground that can pull up 
moisture and nutrients.  That can withstand 
mighty winds of a storm or pounds and 
pounds of snow on the branches.  Can you 
imagine yourself grounded like that?  With 
roots being able to pull what you need for 
life - even during the dry season?  Can you 
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imagine being able to bend without 
breaking when you get pummeled by life? 

Just like a tree, planted by the water, 
we shall not be moved.  People marching for 
civil rights in the 1950s sang that spiritual.  
“We shall not be moved” they sang, away 
from a pursuit for equal rights and the ability 
to vote and the ability to send their children 
to safe schools.  That fire hoses and police 
threats and the doors to voting registrars 
being slammed in faces would not change 
their character or deter them from the ways 
they knew to be right and just. 

Jesus was teaching one day, and a 
crowd gathered around him.  I think this was 
a crowd of people who were used to being 
battered by life, used to being on the short 
end of the justice stick.  Luke talks about the 
size of the crowd and talks about how far 
they have come.  From Jerusalem, the 
capitol city, and all of Judea.  But also 
further north, along the coast of the 
Mediterranean Sea, in modern-day 
Lebanon, people came all the way from Tyre 
and Sidon to hear Jesus. 

Some people - they get all heady 
about the size of the crowd.  Athletes and 
politicians - As if it is the size that matters.  
But for Jesus, it is not about the adoration of 
the crowd, a competition over crowd size, 
but about what can happen when people 
come together.  As the theologian C.S. Song 
writes, 

Jesus and the Crowds!  This is where 
God’s secret for the world is revealed.  But it 
is not the size of the crowd that inspired 
Jesus . . . it was their sorrow and hunger that 
moved him.  (C.S.Song) 

And as he prepares to speak, the 
crowd was gathering in on him, like baseball 
fans at spring training, hoping for access 
and a brief word, and in this case, trying to 
touch Jesus, for they could feel power 
coming out from him.  And then Jesus 
started to speak. 

We have been studying the stories 
found in the Gospel of Luke, and this section 
we have in front of us today is paralleled in 
Matthew's Gospel, but with some clear 
differences.  In Matthew, this teaching is 
called the Sermon on the Mount, but here, 
Luke describes Jesus coming down and 
standing with them on a level place.  A 
sermon on the plain.  And like in the Sermon 
on the Mount, this sermon on the plain 
featured in Luke begins with words of 
blessing.  Beatitudes.   

And the words may be familiar - and 
if so, that may disguise that what Jesus has 
to say comes as a shock to common sense 
and as a shock to perceived truth common 
at that time and still too often commonly 
believed today. 

Then and now, too many believed 
that wealth is a sign of smarts and of 
blessing from God.  That people who are 
poor have done something wrong, that they 
may even be experiencing punishments. 

And Jesus looked at them and said, 
blessed are you who are poor, for yours is 
the kingdom of God.  Blessed are you who 
are hungry now, for you will be filled.  
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will 
laugh.  Another translation for "blessed are 
you" might be "happy are you" though that 
does not fully capture the sense of being 
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loved by God, being favored, the fullness of 
that word blessed.  

Matthew's gospel continues with 
more of these blessings, beatitudes.  But 
here in Luke's gospel, these blessings are 
contrasted with what people would have 
expected to hear.  If one was to pronounce 
blessings, God's favor on some, then you 
expect that the speaker will go on to say, but 
woe to these others.  So the format of what 
we are about to hear would be expected, but 
again, the content is a shock. 

But woe to you are full now, for you 
will be hungry.  Woe to you who are rich, for 
you have received your consolation. 

If you are poor, deep in grief, hungry 
and wondering where your next meal will 
come from, this sounds like pretty good 
news.  But these words of woe can sound 
harsh to those at the time who had the lion's 
share of resources and food and whose 
nights were filled with laughter.  Jesus is 
announcing that God is turning things 
upside down, and the last will be first, that 
the poor and hungry and persecuted are 
blessed, loved by God, can be, will be 
happy. 

In both of these passages, the first 
Psalm and now the beatitudes of Jesus, there 
is a contrast drawn between true happiness 
and shallow pleasures.  Between being 
grounded in the ways of God or tossed to 
and fro chasing momentary pleasures. 

The contrast gets named between the 
ways of the righteous and the ways of the 
wicked.  And yet, if we are honest, it can be 
difficult to tell the difference.  Saints and 
sinners go hand in hand.  There may be 

clear paths of righteousness that are 
different than the paths well-trodden, yet 
when we are honest, we are a mixture of 
motives and even when our intentions are 
true and faithful, our follow-through can be 
but partial.  That we at our best, aspire 
toward righteousness but are always falling 
short. 

Which is part of why I believe that life 
together in a church is so important.  We 
gather - the weekly rhythms is kind of like 
being a tree planted by water.  We absorb 
beauty.  We hear of the concerns of others.  
We see the vast diversity even within this 
congregation as we meet other people from 
different walks of life and begin to care for 
them and wonder how they are doing.  We 
learn to trust and support, and be heard and 
loved.   

We are taught by Jesus together.  
Pushed in ways we might not expect.  
Looking for activities that bring us together, 
but also that push us in the ways of 
righteousness.  Serving meals together.  
Participating in a revolutionary system of 
paying what we can for the same food.  We 
share food around tables, trusting that there 
is enough for all. 

May we be filled with peace and 
hope and courage and compassion.  May it 
be so for us, for those we love, for this 
congregation.  Amen. 

 

 


